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The PhD can mean various things to various groups and contexts. In this report, 
following on from primary and secondary research, it is taken as an open-ended 
experience that should not be seen as a training ground for careers solely in 
academia. While many students will go on to pursue academic careers, as trends 
demonstrate, competition is high in this field, and students will need to be 
equipped with transferable skills in order to explore and be aware of other 
employment opportunities. This attitude is solidified by the context of changes 
proposed to Higher Education by policymakers and strategic groups such as 
Research Councils, and is highlighted by a recognition of industry partners and 
organisations as benefitting from PhD research and researchers. As such, they 
are key stakeholders in the PhD itself and in the training offered through it.  

Increasingly, there are calls for research to have more impact beyond academia. 
This is denoted by governmental and policymaker trends that have resulted in 
the creation of the REF (Research Excellence Framework), which already values 
‘impact’ as 20% of the overall measure of a department’s performance 
within a HEI, a figure that is likely to rise to 25%. Ensuring that the PhD 
experience reflects this will enable PGRs to be equipped with key transferable 
skills that will prepare them not only for a career in an impact-oriented 
academy, but in institutions beyond it. Skills and experiences through 
partnerships and engagements are thus highlighted as part of the proposals for 
a revised training catalogue in this report. 

The NWCDTP plays a key role in delivering such training by securing the 
networks that are integral to the proposed PhD experience. There is scope to 
develop networks within HEIs, but these can be buttressed by support across 
universities by pooling resources. The suggested training programme seeks to 
develop and build upon ways for students to interact with broader networks.  

The training that is proposed throughout this report is thereby oriented to 
keeping the PhD an open-ended experience that reflects current PGR attitudes, 
as well as stakeholder interests in line with policymaker attitudes and 
governmental visions for the future of HE as part of a knowledge economy. The 
suggestions developed here seek to integrate current strengths of the PhD with 
demands from a changing HE and wider social climate. They do so by focusing 
on networks and the notion of the ‘relational researcher’. Research is already 
a relational enterprise, and changes in the training provision for PGRs that 
encourage self-reflection via peers and other stakeholders can be incorporated 
into a training portfolio, that enables researchers to realise connections and 
their own role in their networks. This benefits PGRs but also other stakeholders 
across the networks, who are more actively involved in the training and 
researcher development process.  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Overview 

Briefly, this report explores the place of postgraduate research (PGR) students - 
specifically those undertaking doctoral research - and of higher education 
institutions (HEIs) in broader frameworks of careers and employability. It asks 
about the connections between researchers and research, which in the context 
of the PhD may be conceptualised as that between personal and professional 
development, and the formally examined thesis (respectively). In addition, this 
report also examines the connection between academia and so-called non-
academia, which is a short-hand (albeit potentially misleading) way of referring 
to industry partners. Increasingly, these partners are involved in university 
teaching and research in various and innovative ways, and it is these close 
collaborations that undermine something of the distinction between academia 
and non-academia. Finally, the report looks at connections across HEIs in the 
form of Doctoral Training Partnerships, where training provision and other 
resources are shared in order to benefit researchers and their research. Industry 
partners are also embedded in these kinds of networked collaborations, which 
brings together the various strands of the report under one focus. 

The report examines one Doctoral Training Partnership in particular, and that is 
the North West Doctoral Training Partnership (NWCDTP). Beginning with an 
overview of the context of PGRs in the NWCDTP, the report examines 
perspectives on the different connections cited in the above paragraph. From 
these analyses, a set of suggestions to develop PGR experience are made. These 
suggestions draw on and seek to make effective use of strategic partnerships at 
a range of levels. They are evaluated and critically discussed alongside a 
framework that underpins the emphasis on partnerships and relationality in 
higher education (HE) and beyond. Finally, the report then concludes by 
sketching out opportunities to further this research in order to continue to 
develop the landscape of PGR training and employability, specifically within the 
NWCDTP but also with wider applicability. 

Before detailing the NWCDTP in terms of its scope and its role, it is useful to 
begin by providing, by way of introduction, a contextual framework for the 
broader notion of the PhD, which is being explored at the heart of this report. 
This is presented in the following chapter, where the theoretical orientations to 
the research are laid out. (These are reflected upon in the Conclusion, and will 
additionally form the basis of a research paper that will also emerge from the 
project in due course.)  

The report advocates an understanding of a relational researcher, by which is 
suggested a model of research, specifically doctoral research, that foregrounds 
and highlights connections, partnerships, and networks. Here, much like ideas 
are connected in effective research, so too are effective researchers connected 
and embedded in networks. Effectively, what this means is that the relational 
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researcher is aware of and able to reflect upon their networks. To an extent, this 
is already a firmly established aspect of the PhD, where networks and 
developing connections in the service of the thesis are widely encouraged. What 
this report asks in advocating a model of relational researchers is whether and 
how this relational research in service of the thesis connects meaningfully 
beyond the discipline in which the thesis is located or academia more broadly. 
In other words, how does relational research benefit the relational researcher 
beyond the thesis? 

Scope of the Project 

Although the remit of these questions is wide-ranging, suggestions are based 
upon research conducted across certain universities across the North West of 
England. These universities, or higher education institutions (HEIs), together 
comprise the NWCDTP, and they are: Keele University; University of Lancaster; 
University of Liverpool; University of Manchester; Manchester Metropolitan 
University; Royal Northern College of Music (RNCM); and University of Salford. 
All conclusions that derive from these findings are thereby specifically targeted 
to these HEIs and to the NWCDTP that they are collectively a part of. 

That said, the report considers a number of areas that will undoubtedly be of 
relevance for different groups, and different stakeholders that share an interest 
in various aspects of researcher development. The report, for example, suggests 
elements of training including a portfolio alongside the thesis as part of the PhD 
experience, and then explores how provisions for mentoring might form part of 
that training and development plan. It also evaluates Vitae’s influential 
Researcher Development Framework (RDF) that is commonly used across the HE 
sector. These explorations may interest other HEIs outside of the NWCDTP 
looking to evaluate or develop their PGR training provision. 

Given also that the report highlights the role of partnerships and means to 
genuine impact, there are crossovers with REF assessment practices, although it 
should be stressed that these are more narrowly considered in this report in the 
context of PGRs and the PhD. Going beyond this, though, the report examines 
the role of Doctoral Training Partnerships and Centres that the AHRC, along 
with the other Research Councils, is pioneering. Other partnerships similar to the 
NWCDTP may find the report useful, particularly in terms of making meaningful 
connections with industries in order to benefit PGR students in accordance with 
RCUK and governmental policy guidelines on researcher development.  

Finally, the report may be useful for industries seeking to make engagements 
with academia. There is a strong call for ‘flexible pedagogies’ in the literature 
at present, particularly represented by a series of reports from the Higher 
Education Academy (HEA). These are detailed in the present report, and they 
notably provide a theoretical framework for some of the key suggestions. More 
details on this framework will be produced in a subsequent research paper. In 
addition, stakeholders (such as industry partners) interested in specific aspects 
of the report may find the tailored and abridged pamphlets useful. 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What is a PhD (for)? Contextualising Research and Researchers 

What does it mean to undertake a PhD? What are the demands of doctoral 
research? And what benefits or attributes come out of it overall? 

In one sense, the answer to the question ‘what does it mean to undertake a 
PhD?’ may seem plainly obvious: it is an opportunity to identify and explore an 
understudied or misunderstood topic or field of research, bringing in new 
insights and perspectives in order to enrich understandings. But this response in 
turn only brings forth further questions, such as the purpose and beneficiaries 
of such research. This is a particularly important consideration in the research 
context demanded and represented by the REF analysis, where impact of 
research has been highlighted as a key indicator of a department’s or HEI’s 
performance.  What, then, is ‘impact’? According to REF, in initial proposals 1

to gauge and assess the impact (or, ‘reach and significance’) of research, it 
was decided: 

The impact element will include all kinds of social, economic and 
cultural benefits and impacts beyond academia, arising from 
excellent research.  2

Impact here demonstrates a commitment to research that is not only of a high 
quality in terms of its academic merit, but that has a meaningful and 
demonstrable significance for peoples’ lives outside of a university context. To 
be sure, although PhD research is not specifically measured by the REF, it is 
nonetheless part of the HE context that is accountable to the REF, and must be 
accountable to wider society. 

These demands on research place demands, too, on researchers. The 
motivations for students to pursue doctoral-level study may be influenced by, 
but of course are by no means limited to, criteria associated with ‘impact’ as 
suggested above. Whether or not these motivations coincide, however, it is 
important to realise research as a space where a range of interests, represented 
by a number of stakeholders, come together and must be negotiated. 
Increasingly, for example, ‘impact’ is becoming more prominent in academic 
circles and will undoubtedly influence the type of research that is funded and 
encouraged. With this in mind, a further set of questions can be asked that look 

 ‘Impact’ was introduced into the REF (Research Excellence Framework) in 2014, and was 1

designed to measure the “reach and significance” of research (‘REF2014: Key Facts’, 
www.ref.ac.uk/media/content/pub/REF%20Brief%20Guide%202014.pdf [date accessed: 1/8/16], 
5). Significant here is the use of ‘impact’ to connect academia to non-academia.

 ‘Decisions on Assessing Research Impact’, www.ref.ac.uk/media/ref/content/pub/2

decisionsonassessingresearchimpact/01_11.pdf, March 2011 (date accessed: 1/8/16), p. 4.
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at how research in universities relates to wider society, and how researchers are 
considered within these models: 

Is a PhD about subject-specific knowledge, and being considered an expert in a 
generally niche field or area of research? Is it a period of close engagement with 
a particular topic as part of a broader learning or development process? Is it 
about more of a benefit to society through public engagement or other forms 
of impact? 

There are no invalid answers to these questions, and PhD researchers have 
suggested a range of motivations such as those indicated above, as well as 
others, that originally brought them to doctoral study (see Fig. 1). Of course, 
such motivations are additionally not static, and postgraduate researchers may 
find that they have shifting or even competing motivations and aims as they 
progress through the PhD journey. For example, the student who initially 
wanted to learn more about a specific topic may discover a passion for teaching, 
or public engagement, or business collaboration, and their career and overall 
motivations for continuing doctoral research may thereby change. This briefly 
highlights something of the vast range of notions surrounding the PhD that all 
contribute to general ideas and conceptions of what it means to do a PhD.  

Attentiveness to the personal motivations for research, and for pursuing longer 
research projects such as the PhD, demonstrate that research has an impact not 
just on society, but also on the researchers themselves. If people seek to 
undertake doctoral study to fulfil a certain goal or aim, then inherently 
recognised in that is the ability of the PhD to instigate the change needed to 
realise that impact. (Even where there is no specific aim, suggested by the 
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PRES2015: Main motivation for pursuing a research degree programme

My interest in the subject

Improving my career prospects for an 
academic/research career

Improving my career prospects outside of 
an academic/research career

I was encouraged by a former academic 
tutor/supervisor

The funding was available

It felt like a natural step for me

I felt inspired to work with a particular 
academic

Fig. 1 - A
dapted from

 PRES2015 data



largest percentage of PGRs in Fig. 1 who commenced doctoral study because of 
a general interest in the subject, there is nonetheless the tacit recognition here 
that undertaking the PhD will allow an enrichment of subject knowledge, and 
this is an impact on the researcher nonetheless to be noted.) More broadly, this 
corresponds to an understanding of the PhD in relation to researcher 
development, and how the PhD is figured in terms of employability.  

As Fig. 1 demonstrates, career prospects are certainly a consideration when 
people are electing to commence a PhD, with 38% of respondents citing general 
career prospects as a motivation for doctoral study. Most of those surveyed in 
the PRES2015 were specifically pursuing an academic career (29.4%), which 
suggests that PhDs are closely linked to an academic career trajectory. 
Corroborating this point, using data from the University of Manchester Alumni 
office, it can be demonstrated that employment destinations of PhD graduates 
(in the Arts & Humanities) are predominantly in academia (68%) (Fig. 2). When 
this is compared against similar data from taught postgraduate (PGT), i.e. 
Masters-level students, where only 19% progress to a career in HE, and the 
profile of employment is far more dispersed (Fig. 3), these trends strongly (but 
not exclusively) linking PhDs and academic careers are further highlighted. 
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Some caution must be taken with this data, particularly taking into account that 
the HE sector represented in both charts may include a range of academic (i.e. 
researcher, lecturer, professor) and support (i.e. librarians, chaplain, 
development officer) roles that were not consistently screened for.  That said, it 3

can at least be taken as indicative of trends that link discussions of impact, 
motivation, and employability; all of which surround reflection on the meaning 
and value of the PhD. Is a PhD, particularly considered vis-à-vis Masters-level 
study, as presented here (Figs. 2-3), about an academic career? Should it be 
about one? How might this interact with policy-level emphases on impact and 
attempts to solidify connections between academia and non-academia?  

Historically, the PhD has been seen in two ways: as a stepping stone to an 
academic career; and as part of an ongoing pedagogy that is not career-specific. 
Using the PGT and PGR data above, it would seem that in the UK, the former 

 See ‘Methodology: Methods Used in the Report’ for evaluative detail on the data and 3

methodologies used throughout this report.
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model is upheld, whereas the latter is perhaps more applicable to Masters-level 
education. PGT courses such as this are usually one year (full-time) and thus 
may have wider appeal than a more intensive research degree, which may only 
appeal to those who wish to pursue a career where research is a focal aspect.  

A more concise analysis of the alumni data for the School of Arts, Languages & 
Cultures (SALC) at the University of Manchester demonstrates some incremental 
changes over time to the career pathway of people who previously completed 
postgraduate study. PhD graduates appear to increasingly obtain academic jobs 
(Fig. 4), whereas MA graduates convey an inverted trend in that graduates 
increasingly obtain jobs outside of HE (Fig. 5). While limited response rates to 
alumni surveys may inevitably eschew the data (i.e. if certain groups are more 
likely to respond than others, which results in an overrepresentation and 
underrepresentation of different categories), they are nonetheless useful in 
providing indicative trends that invite reflection on what is the value and 
purpose of a PhD.  

Clearly, and perhaps increasingly, at the University of Manchester (a research-
intensive HEI), an Arts & Humanities PhD is closely linked to an academic career. 
An MA, on the other hand, is increasingly more open to alternative career paths. 
This may not be the case across all HEIs and for all postgraduates. Additionally, 
what Figs. 4 and 5 do not show are the numbers of people responding to the 
alumni surveys. Although there could be an element of attrition here (and so PG 
students from earlier cohorts may be underrepresented), the figures suggest 
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strong increases of numbers of PG students over time. This is concordant with 
more general and national statistics on postgraduate completion.  4

According to this data, more people enrol on MA and PGT courses than PhDs 
(PGR courses). This may be explained by the shorter length of the former 
compared to the latter, which come at a lesser cost to students in terms of 
money and time. There may also be a strong perception that PhDs are doorways 
to academic careers, which attracts students with certain career aspirations in 
mind. As the data suggests, this may be broadly the case, but it is significantly 
not entirely representative of career profiles of PhD graduates.  

Increasingly, moreover, industries are taking an interest in graduates with PhDs. 
Why is this so? Attention, it seems, is being diverted from the thesis as the main 
outcome of the PhD, and more recognition is given to the researcher and the 
skillset that they cultivate throughout the PhD. In a recent report from the 
Department of Business Innovation & Skills (BIS), there is recognition via the 
Leitch Review of Skills (2006) of the value of postgraduates “in driving 
innovation, entrepreneurship, management leadership, and research and 

 Robin Mellors-Bourne, et al., ‘Postgraduate Transitions: Exploring Disciplinary Practice’, 4

https://www.heacademy.ac.uk/sites/default/files/
postgraduate_transitions_exploring_disciplinary_practice.pdf (2016) (date accessed: 9/6/16).
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development.”  The alumni data presented thus far may suggest a stronger 5

link with PGT students and industry, given the more diverse array of career 
paths suggested at MA-level. Yet there are calls for PGR training and provision 
to equally look beyond a solely academic career, given that already at least a 
fifth of students seem to pursue careers outside of HE upon completion of the 
PhD (Fig. 4). The PhD may indeed be about more than research and the thesis, 
both of which are typically seen as the cornerstones and entry points of 
academic careers. 

Summarising these historical trends and attitudes to the PhD, in his influential 
report ‘SET for Success’, Gareth Roberts writes: 

The role and nature of the PhD has been the subject of continuing 
debate in the UK since its introduction in the early twentieth century. 
It was influenced both by the original German PhD, which 
emphasised preparation for becoming a scholar (i.e. an academic), 
and the PhDs developed in the US from the 1870s. The US PhDs were 
aimed at a continuation of the educational process rather than the 
development of qualitatively different aptitudes. This tension 
between the PhD as part of the cycle of education and the PhD as an 
academic apprenticeship is discussed by Blume. Other studies 
contrast the elements of training (in the sense of developing the 
abilities of a researcher) with individual achievement (making an 
original contribution to knowledge; creativity), or – confusingly – 
between education (promoting broad understanding and capability) 
and training (learning specific skills).  6

The sorts of schisms that Roberts refers to can be discerned in the tensions that 
have been touched upon thus far in attempting to characterise something of 
the PhD experience, including its meaning, significance, and value. There 
remains a strong connection between doctoral study and academic careers, and 
this cannot be downplayed or overlooked. On the other hand, this is not entirely 
representative of the collective profile of PGR students, and so the so-called 
alternative model identified by Roberts must not be discounted. 

 Clearly, it is not feasible or beneficial to consider the PhD in isolation from the 
wider context in which it is situated. Especially in a context characterised and 
influenced by the REF’s weighting on impact as a way of assessing the quality 
of research, there is much attention given to the connections between academia 
and the wider world. This parallels some of the motivations that PGRs cite for 
commencing doctoral study; not all students are interested in pursuing research 
or other HE careers, and some seek non-academic jobs. Others yet remain 

 ‘Talent Fishing: What Businesses Want From Postgraduates’, https://www2.le.ac.uk/5

departments/gradschool/about/external/publications/talent-fishing.pdf, March 2010 (date 
accessed: 8/7/16), p. 5.

 Gareth Roberts, ‘SET for Success: the supply of people with science, technology, engineering 6

and mathematics skills’, http://dera.ioe.ac.uk/4511/3/ACF614.pdf, April 2002 (date accessed: 
8/7/16), p. 126.
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vague - according to Fig. 1 and PRES2015 data, around 62% of PGRs surveyed 
declared a motivation for PhD study that did not explicitly reference careers.  

What can be surmised from this rather brief introduction to the PhD is that it 
has no singular or set meaning or value. This is constructed through an ongoing 
interaction between students, other academics, policymakers and funders, and 
those involved in the recruitment of PGR students. Rather than a definitive 
answer to the question of what a PhD is, then, it would be more accurate to 
respond to that question with an awareness of the different stakeholders in PGR 
experience. PhDs - and those that are studying towards or hold a PhD - are 
clearly generally well-regarded by a range of groups who all value different 
parts of it (including the PGR students themselves).  

Building on this observation, the present report critically examines how to 
respect and value this diverse and widespread appeal of the PhD, by ensuring 
that it continues to open doors to meet the demands, needs, and profiles of the 
diverse range of PGR students. Equally, this must be balanced by seeking ways 
to develop training and provision for students seeking to enter academia, 
particularly in the contemporary competitive job market that is accentuated in 
academia, perhaps more so than in other industries.  In other words, taking 7

these points on balance, the PhD should not be about limiting or constraining 
experiences, but should continue to present a range of opportunities. In so 
doing, PhD students are open to realise and make the most of their widespread 
connections. This is the cornerstone of relational research and relational 
researchers, as will become clearer throughout the report. 

Putting the Arts in Partnerships 

Having established a general framework for situating and assessing the PhD, it 
is now possible to develop a more focused analysis that looks at Arts and 
Humanities disciplines. This includes subjects such as: English (Language & 
Literature); History; Cultural Studies (including Languages and Area Studies); 
Philosophy; Religions & Theology; Media and Communication Studies;  
Performing and Creative Arts (including Drama, Art, Music). These subjects have 
a strong legacy in many universities, but they face specific issues in 
contemporary academia and the wider world. 

 A report by Vitae, an independent UK organisation that supports researcher development (with 7

well-established ties to PGR training), notes the issue of an imbalance between supply and 
demand for jobs in HE: “In terms of career intentions, over three quarters of research staff 
respondents continue to aspire to an academic career in the long term, and around two thirds 
expect to achieve it. Overall, this seems to suggest that many research staff do not have realistic 
expectations of their long-term career prospects and have little knowledge of or value careers in 
other employment sectors”(‘Careers in Research Online Survey UK aggregate results 2015 for 
CROS Vitae’, https://www.vitae.ac.uk/news/press-releases/key-outcomes-from-the-2015-
careers-in-research-online-survey-cros-and-principal-investigators-and-research-leaders-
surveys-pirls, September 2015 [date accessed: 31/5/16], p. 2). Although PGRs are not specifically 
mentioned here, the issue of job provision and availability in HE that is unlikely to meet the 
demand of PGR students espousing a desire to pursue an academic career, as suggested by 
PRES2015 data, is certainly to be reflected upon.
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One of these issues is the obstacle of demonstrating the value of such Arts and 
Humanities subjects in a HE framework that also involves more commercially 
and economically verifiably successful disciplines, such as STEM (Science, 
Technology, Engineering, Medicine). This is a point that has been raised by the 
AHRC, the Arts & Humanities Research Council, who are major funders of much 
research and training provision in the Arts & Humanities. In a useful AHRC 
report that provides an overview of Arts & Humanities research, the value of 
such research is expressed as not immediately commercial, unlike with various 
STEM subjects and research, but is nonetheless pertinent for the public sphere: 

Arts and humanities research [...] is the deliberate and and dedicated 
activity that generates, compiles, analyses, synthesises and 
propagates our deepest insights into who we are, where we have 
come from and the cultural expressions we have crafted for 
ourselves. While arts and humanities research makes a vital 
contribution to innovation, creativity and the success of many major 
sectors of the UK economy (such as creative industries and tourism) 
and informs public policy (for example in key areas such as law and 
social cohesion), it also plays a much more fundamental role in 
underpinning the quality of life and hence the wellbeing of society. 
The UK government has begun to recognise that national wellbeing 
is not solely the result of the GDP, and the Office for National 
Statistics, Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development, 
and many regional governments are considering the significance of 
human and cultural capital to the wellbeing of the nation.  8

Here, the shortcomings of a reductive economisation of the value of research 
are illustrated. While Arts & Humanities research is recognised to generate 
substantial monetary returns, with an independent analysis by Pricewaterhouse 
Coopers (PwC) revealing that every £1 the AHRC spends on research, there are 
immediate benefits of £10 and an additional £15-20 in the longer-term,  this is 9

not its primary value. Across the AHRC’s promotional materials and advocacy 
reports, it is the cultural value of the Arts & Humanities that is emphasised. To 
be sure, though, this is not to overstate the distinction between the two types of 
research value: as is stated in another AHRC report,  

 ‘Arts and Humanities Research Landscape’, http://www.ahrc.ac.uk/documents/publications/8

arts-and-humanities-research-landscape/ (date accessed: 10/7/16), pp. 2-3.

 This claim is then supported with concrete data from PwC: “Thus in 2006-7, the AHRC 9

invested £60.3 million in new research, which implies immediate returns of over £616.9 million 
and a possible additional return over 25 years of around £1 billion.” (‘Leading the World: The 
economic impact of UK arts and humanities research’, www.ahrc.ac.uk/documents/
publications/leading-the-world/, 2009 [date accessed: 1/8/16], p. 34.)

“
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The simple distinction between research that has economic impact 
and that which is concerned with the pursuit of knowledge is 
inappropriate - research may be in pursuit of both goals.   10

The value of research in the Arts & Humanities, in other words, needs to be 
widely recognised in a range of cultural and commercial/economic spheres. 

The REF assessment of research across HEIs is very much concordant with this 
broader and inclusive understanding of impact across Arts & Humanities 
subjects. In a panel criteria and working methods document for Panel D (i.e. 
subjects in the Arts & Humanities) of the latest REF assessment (2014), 
suggested areas of impact include civil society, cultural life, economic 
prosperity, education, policy making, public discourse, and public services.  11

Underlying this sense of impact is an interaction with key stakeholders outside 
of academia in the form of strategic partnerships. (Again, it should be noted 
that PhD research is not assessed as part of the REF exercise, but the emphasis 
on impact across the sector is significant for the vast percentage of PGRs 
surveyed by PRES who are looking to a career in HE.) 

Given that the majority of Arts & Humanities students are interested in 
academic careers, a strong case could be made for incorporating means to 
impact highlighted by the REF, such as strategic partnerships, into the PhD 
experience. Looking at the PRES2015 data in more depth, the accompanying 
report to it that details some of the key findings provides a breakdown of career 
plans of PGRs across the different disciplines (Fig. 6). Here, it is confirmed and 
accentuated that students in the Arts & Humanities, particularly considered 
against other disciplines, strongly seek an academic career. This could be due to 
a number of factors, including the perception of partnerships and routes to, or 
examples of, impact in Arts & Humanities subjects, which is a point that was 
raised earlier through reference to AHRC reports. The value of research in these 
areas could be perceived as localised more narrowly within HE than in other 
fields, which is clearly a notion that AHRC is keen to challenge and debunk.   12

Whatever the reason for the trend demonstrated in Fig. 6, the implication is that 
insofar as the REF strongly influences the landscape of HE research, the value of 
impact that it upholds is something that students should be more prepared for 

 Alan Hughes, Michael Kitson, and Jocelyn Probert, ‘Hidden Connections: Knowledge 10

Exchange between the Arts and Humanities and the Private, Public and Third Sectors’, http://
www.ahrc.ac.uk/documents/publications/hidden-connections/, 2011 (date accessed: 10/7/16), p. 
1.

 ‘Part 2D, Main Panel D Criteria’, ‘Panel Criteria and Working Methods’, www.ref.ac.uk/11

media/ref/content/pub/panelcriteriaandworkingmethods/01_12_2D.pdf, January 2012 (date 
accessed: 1/8/16), p. 89 (cf. p. 90 for more detailed examples of impact).

 For example, in its 2013-18 Strategy, AHRC notes that it needs to pioneer and advocate across 12

its disciplines that “knowledge will increasingly be produced between a range of bodies and 
not just within universities or colleges” (‘The Human World: The Arts and Humanities in Our 
Times’ , http://www.ahrc.ac.uk/documents/publications/the-human-world-the-arts-and-
humanities-in-our-times-ahrc-strategy-2013-2018/ [date accessed: 10/7/16], p. 8).

“
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and aware of when looking ahead to their potential careers. This may mean 
devising research projects that explicitly identify or at least can accommodate 
for impact groups, which may be demonstrated in initial research proposals. To 
this end, the AHRC has recently implemented Researchfish® into its snapshot of 
PGR and other research that it funds and supports; this is part of RCUK’s co-
ordinated effort and responsibility “to demonstrate the value and impact of 
research,” so there are clearly trends already being established in this 
direction.  13

Of course, to reiterate a key point, not all PGRs seek an academic career. This 
must also be taken into account if the PhD is to remain as widely appealing to a 
range of students as possible. Whether or not this is the purpose or function of 
the PhD returns to the questions raised in the previous section. On this note, the 
AHRC, following a survey to determine destinations and experiences of PGRs 
who graduated with their PhD 1997-2000, posited:  

The main function of the PhD is to prepare individuals for academic 
careers.  14

 ‘Reporting, Outcomes and researchfish®’, www.ahrc.ac.uk/funding/research/monitoring-13

ros-and-researchfish/ (date accessed: 2/8/16); ‘Research Outcomes Overview’, 
www.rcuk.ac.uk/research/researchoutcomes/ (date accessed: 2/8/16).

 ‘On the right track’, www.ahrc.ac.uk/documents/publications/on-the-right-track/, 2006 14

(date accessed: 2/8/16), p. 2.

“
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This may seem to be a limited understanding of the PhD as suitable only to 
certain professions or the HE sector, but an academic career is by no means 
restrictive in this way. Particularly in the HE climate established by the REF where 
impact is an increasingly significant component of research, an academic career 
involves thinking beyond academia. This requires a degree of openness and 
overcoming boundaries. To that end, in the same report, the AHRC recognises: 
 

Knowledge transfer to the non-academic world is a key part of our 
mission. One of the main ways in which we transfer knowledge is 
through the development of professionals who have significant 
careers outside academic life and who make use of the skills and 
knowledge they gained while studying for a PhD.  15

Regardless of the ratio of doctoral graduates with a career in academia (for the 
AHRC survey, 74% of respondents in employment) to those in other fields (26% 
of those in employment) (see Fig. 7),  the key message here is that partnerships 16

are significant for both groups.  

For the PGRs surveyed by PRES2015 who were less motivated by the prospect of 
an academic career in a HEI, there are benefits to incorporating a model of 

 Ibid., p. 8.15

 Ibid., p. 6.16

“
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impact into the PhD here, also. Connections with industries beyond academia as 
part of PhD research projects can help PGRs to develop networks that may help 
them to obtain employment upon completion of the PhD.  

Strategic partnerships, in accordance with the research environment for HEIs set 
and maintained by policy stakeholders such as those involved in the REF, can 
thus be used to ensure something of the openness of PhDs touched upon 
earlier in response to the range of narratives that people, including researchers, 
bring to it, and ultimately take from it. Partnerships thus support high-quality 
research that has impact, but additionally can allow researchers a degree of 
flexibility in negotiating outcomes of their work in terms of their own career and 
development.  

NWCDTP & Researcher Development 

This openness, driven through a genuine and meaningful focus on impact, can 
thus bring together attempts to develop both research and researchers. RCUK, 
of which AHRC is one constituent part, has strong interests in realising this 
holistic approach to the PhD in terms of both the research and the researcher. 
According to a statement from RCUK: 

We support excellent research, as judged by peer review, that has an 
impact on the growth, prosperity and wellbeing of the UK. To 
maintain the UK’s global research position we offer a diverse range of 
funding opportunities, foster international collaborations and provide 
access to the best facilities and infrastructure around the world. We 
also support the training and career development of researchers and 
work with them to inspire young people and engage the wider public 
with research.  17

Impact is realised here beyond academia (in accordance with how it is defined 
through the REF) in terms of the calibre of the research and its effects on 
society. As previously discussed, in the Arts & Humanities this may cover a wide 
range of areas but is likely to be more concentrated in the third sector and 
cultural spheres. Yet additionally, and significantly, impact is also recognised for 
the researchers themselves, and this suggests the specific role of Research 
Councils such as AHRC in developing and investing in its human resources, i.e. 
the researchers themselves.  

Researcher development goes somewhat beyond the REF focus on research, but 
can be realised through similar means, which is via strategic partnerships. 
According to the AHRC, its overarching mission can be summarised as follows: 

 www.rcuk.ac.uk (2014) (date accessed: 29/7/16)17

“
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 The AHRC will help to sustain generations of researchers by funding 
postgraduate research and supporting excellent provision of 
postgraduate and early-career training and skills.   18

This provision is to be realised by contributing to a research environment where 
knowledge exchange becomes a fundamental part of research, mandating 
“consortia, cross-disciplinary networks and multi-funder partnerships,” which 
requires the cultivation of skills beyond that of ‘traditional disciplinary 
expertise.’   19

The partnerships that the AHRC advocates take researchers and research 
beyond their immediate experience and networks, connecting with stakeholders 
from different HEIs and industries. On the one hand, this maximises the reach 
and potential impact of research. On the other hand, this exposes the researcher 
to additional ideas, people and groups, and can provide invaluable experience 
that may form a fundamental part of the PhD in particular as a springboard to a 
career. As by now should be clear, whether that career is in a HEI or not may be 
increasingly less relevant for determining the range of partners that the 
researcher may seek to engage with. Impact connects academia to the wider 
world, meaning that its distinction from non-academia is problematised. Thus, 
partnerships can be useful for PGRs seeking an academic career where impact is 
an important factor in assessing the calibre of research, but can be equally 
useful for PGRs seeking an alternative career through exposure to a wider 
network. 

The focus on partnerships from the Research Councils such as AHRC 
corroborates these points. One key way that such partnerships are being 
weaved into the PhD is through the establishment of Doctoral Training 
Partnerships (DTPs), of which the North West Consortium (NWCDTP) is one. 
These partnerships are ultimately part of the way that research - particularly 
PGR research - is funded and optimised, with the realisation that researcher 
development is a fundamental part of this process.  

AHRC provide Block Grant Partnerships (BGPs) to Research Organisations (ROs) 
as their main form of financial support for PGR and PGT studentships. Launched 
in 2014, the second phase of this funding scheme - BGP2 - revises the model 
and funds only PGR students, with an emphasis on collaborations and consortia 
to develop ‘critical mass’.  Such an approach allows researchers to flourish 20

in the ways described above, by realising the student as embedded in networks 

 ‘The Human World’, p. 2.18

 Ibid., p. 8.19

 ‘BGP2 Frequently Asked Questions’, www.ahrc.ac.uk/documents/faq/bgp2-frequently-20

asked-questions/, January 2012 (date accessed: 4/8/16), pp. 1-3.

“
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“within and beyond HE.”  For Ronald Barnett, this returns to the notion of 21

the student as a member of a community, but he also notes that this model is to 
be re-imagined for the contemporary and complex context where flexibility is 
necessitated.  Here, it may be useful to consider PGRs as part of multiple 22

communities that form an intricate network; this network becomes an invaluable 
resource and at the heart of what is being proposed here by way of relational 
researchers. 

The AHRC consortia, driven through BGP2, place a high value on partnerships 
that concords well with the ideas discussed of impact and networks in the report 
thus far: 

Focusing on collaboration and critical mass, these partnerships [i.e. 
BGPs] will ensure that the next generation of researchers develop the 
skills and experience necessary to succeed in doctoral research and 
have a wide range of opportunities to develop their skills within and 
outside the academy. BGP2’s collaborative pooling of training will 
provide a strong foundation for developing capacity, quality and 
creativity in doctoral support and stimulate connections across 
organisations.  23

Clustering funding and groups of PGRs into centres of excellence such as those 
represented by the NWCDTP allows for the type of networks encouraged by a 
HE model that favours impact through collaboration and partnerships. 

Connections with industries are also fundamental to the structure of the 
consortia. This is primarily done in the interests of knowledge exchange,  but, 24

as discussed above, there is an impact in terms of the researcher as much as of 
the research to be realised here. Among the cultural and industrial partners 
listed by the NWCDTP website, there are: HOME; FutureEverything; Museum of 
Science and Industry (MSI) Manchester; TATE Liverpool; BBC; Staffordshire and 
Stoke-on-Trent Archives; Opera North; FACT.  

PGRs in the Consortium are encouraged to make use of these partnerships in 
order to benefit their research, yet the benefits include personal, researcher, and 
career development in a multifaceted, flexible, and holistic way.  This is in 
accordance with national-level strategy and policy for HE: 

 Emma Wakelin, ‘AHRC BGP2 Meeting’, www.ahrc.ac.uk/documents/presentations/ahrc-21

bgp2-meeting-dr-emma-wakelin-associate-director-of-programmes/ (date accessed: 4/8/16), p. 
10.

 Ronald Barnett, ‘Conditions of Flexibility: Securing a more responsive higher education 22

system’, https://www.heacademy.ac.uk/sites/default/files/resources/
fp_conditions_of_flexibility_0.pdf, June 2014 (date accessed: 19/6/16), pp. 73-4.

 ‘The Human World’, p. 18.23

 www.nwcdtp.ac.uk/aboutus/vision/ (date accessed: 4/8/16).24
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The relationship between universities and employers is critical for 
both parties and the future prosperity of our country. The capacity of 
the higher education system to equip people for the modern world 
of work depends on this relationship being productive and based on 
mutual understanding. We expect universities and businesses to work 
together to anticipate, shape, and respond to demand for skills in the 
economy. This starts with both playing a role in the skills forecasting 
system [...] supported by a wide range of sectoral and bilateral 
partnerships.  25

Clearly, the NWCDTP feeds into this strategic aim for the future of businesses, 
industries, and HEIs in a deeply interconnected and thereby successful 
knowledge economy. 

But how successful are these partnerships and connections realised at present, 
in the service of not only research development, but also, and perhaps more 
significantly, researcher development? Without adequate support for the latter, 
the PhD risks becoming an abstract research enterprise that is represented only 
by the thesis. This is a concern partially voiced by a report by Hannah Wadle, 
which explores the experience of PGRs in the liminal phases following 
submission and/or examination of the thesis, which is marked by uncertainty 
and anxiety.  What this may suggest is that the PhD is too weighted to the 26

thesis and the research rather than the researcher, which is what this report 
proceeds to examine and make critical suggestions in response to.  

How can the PhD generate not only research with impact, but also impact upon 
the researchers that undertake it, and prepare them for employability in a 
dynamic and complex knowledge economy, on either side of academia or non-
academia? It should by now be clear that the context of HE marked by a strong 
interest in impact means that partnerships beyond academia are as much a 
necessary part of research as they are of researcher development. Therefore, the 
question of whether the PhD is taken as a route to academic careers according 
to what Roberts describes as the Germanic model, or is part of a broader and 
ongoing lifelong learning process that is not necessarily career-specific, should 
be largely inconsequential for the range of opportunities that can be realised 
through training and partnerships as a cornerstone of PGR experience. 

It has been noted in this chapter that impact and partnerships are important in 
HE, and also in linking it with so-called ‘non-academia’. Increasing attention 
to these connections and networks from policymakers and key stakeholders, 
such as AHRC, is resulting in putting into place these partnerships as an 
infrastructure for working across the increasingly porous divide between 
universities (i.e. academia) and wider society. The challenge is now to realise and 

 ‘Higher Ambitions: The Future of Universities in a Knowledge Economy’, http://25

webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/+/http:/www.bis.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/publications/
Higher-Ambitions.pdf, 2009 (date accessed: 12/7/16), p. 46.

 Hannah Wadle, ‘Strengthening a Liminal Community’, 2016.26
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capitalise upon such connections as those offered through the NWCDTP across 
HEIs and additionally, importantly, with industry partners, so that PGRs are able 
to get the most out of their PhD experience, which is likely to require a shift in 
attention beyond the thesis. Much like impact, at least according to that 
advocated by the REF, goes beyond the core piece of research, so too must the 
value of the PhD extend beyond solely that of the thesis.  
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In order to explore the role of partnerships in the PhD and in the service of both 
research and researcher development, this report consults a number of sources 
and themes. These are detailed in this chapter for the sake of research 
transparency.  

It should be noted at this stage that the time constraints of this project mean 
that the report has value in primarily indicating a range of trends. The focus of 
the report is on collaborations in the context of the PhD. While this is focused 
on the NWCDTP in particular, there are still a range of related themes and issues 
that the report necessarily draws on in order to make viable and critical 
conclusions and suggestions. As such, greater detail on any one of these 
contributory themes, i.e. alternative ways of linking industries to HEIs, is 
something that is recommended for further analysis by subsequent studies.  

Where possible, the report makes reference to existing literature on the range of 
themes and issues for interested readers to pursue independently. What the 
report does is draws on this research, as well as supplementing it with additional 
research in relation to the NWCDTP (detailed in this chapter), in order to 
develop more specific and tailored conclusions and suggestions. These may 
have wider relevance and appeal beyond that of the NWCDTP, but the scope of 
the project should be considered when handling the material presented in the 
report.  

Key Stakeholders 

Given the emphasis on partnerships and networks, an important initial step in 
devising the approach to the project was to identify key stakeholders that would 
be consulted and referred to throughout the report.  

The starting point, and primary focus, for the research was the role and 
experience of the PGR in relation to the PhD. This prompted a range of 
questions, including: 

What are the reasons people seek to undertake a PhD? - 
What expectations do people have of a PhD? - 

What are the outcomes of the PhD, particularly in terms of careers and - 
employability?  

What challenges do people face when applying for, undertaking, or upon - 
completion of, a PhD?  

All of these questions were relevant to the project in a sense, and many have 
been reflected in the previous chapter detailing the context of the research 
project and of the PhD more generally.  
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Following the preparation for, and outcomes of, a consultation with early career 
researchers (ECRs) as part of a residential supported and funded through the 
NWCDTP, these questions were refined in order to consider more specifically 
the role of training to support researcher development. Part of the residential 
allowed ECRs who had recently completed their PhD in the NWCDTP to reflect 
on and voice their experiences. From these narratives, there was a strong sense 
that training offered during the PhD, whilst recognised as generally valuable, 
was also underdeveloped in helping ECRs feel confident with finding 
employment (Fig. 8).  This was significantly noted to be the case for both 27

academic and non-academic career pathways.  

To be sure, it was not an issue with acquiring a job that ECRs at the residential 
were voicing per se; it was more to do with the shortcomings in the skills and 
training provision that support their confidence in seeking a job. This highlights 
a key distinction between employment and employability, which is aptly 
discussed in a report by the Higher Education Academy (HEA): 

 Some of the comments that emerged from the residential more directly responded to the 27

provision for ECRs upon completion of the PhD. While these are certainly related to PGR 
concerns, the report by Hannah Wadle, ‘Strengthening a Liminal Community’, that also 
informed and responded to the residential, picks up on some of the more ECR-specific points in 
greater depth. It is the PGR experience in terms of employability, as discussed throughout this 
section, that is the focus of this report. 
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It is important here that we make a distinction between employment 
as a graduate outcome, that may be measured and used within the 
information published by universities, and the issue of a pedagogy 
for employability, which relates to the teaching and learning of a 
wide range of knowledge, skills and attributes to support continued 
learning and career development.  28

While the two terms, employment and employability, are clearly related, they 
must be distinguished insofar as employability relates to the wider provision for 
skills and career/researcher development through training and other means. It 
was this that was critiqued by ECRs at the residential, rather than employment 
per se. (That said, there were some comments made in response to the state of 
the job market for ECRs in terms of employment, and this will be returned to 
later in the report.) 

These narratives corroborated points that were highlighted primarily by 
government reports about the need to focus on and develop employability 
training in HE, particularly in postgraduate provision.  This serves to 29

contextualise the ECR comments made in response to reflections on HE and the 
PhD as part of the residential, and additionally introduces another key 
stakeholder, or rather, set of stakeholders, that have vested interests in PGR 
experience and employability. These stakeholders are broadly policymakers and 
governmental bodies that set strategies for HE and researcher development. 

In the context of a complex knowledge economy that is seen as characterising 
the UK,  there is an emphasis on developing competent and capable 30

researchers. At a policy level, in support of these aims, the government has 
proposed changes to the structure of organisations and departments that 
oversee HE. For example, Higher Education Funding Council for England (HEFCE) 
and Office for Fair Access (OFFA) are both to be dissolved and replaced by 
Office for Students (OfS)  - this change is designed to streamline groups with 31

 Ann Pegg, Jeff Waldock, Sonia Hendy-Isaac, Ruth Lawton, ‘Pedagogy for Employability’, 28

https://www.heacademy.ac.uk/sites/default/files/pedagogy_for_employability_update_2012.pdf, 
2012 (original version 2006) (date accessed: 4/8/16), p. 7.

 ‘Success as a Knowledge Economy’, pp. 42-3.29

 ‘Higher Ambitions’, p. 3.30

 ‘Success as a Knowledge Economy: Teaching Excellence, Social Mobility and Student 31

Choice’, https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/
523396/bis-16-265-success-as-a-knowledge-economy.pdf, May 2016 (date accessed: 4/7/16), p. 
61.
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overlapping duties so that more effective actions can be implemented in 
accordance with higher-level strategies.   32

Although government and policymakers are clearly important stakeholders in 
terms of how their strategies steer the HE landscape, for example with how they 
influenced the REF, which was led by HEFCE, itself sponsored by the Department 
for Business, Innovation and Skills (BIS),  it should be recognised that there are 33

a range of other groups that interact with and respond to these policies on the 
ground level, so to speak. The AHRC, as one of the seven Research Councils that 
funds and supports research in the UK, is responsible for following through on 
governmental aims on research in the HE sector. (Indeed, government-level 
policies and strategies respond to inputs from groups such as the AHRC that 
engage more closely with researchers and others that make up the sector.) To 
this end, AHRC can reflect on their work and the work that they support: 

We are aware that the skills and opportunities crucial to developing 
productive partnerships are relatively new and unevenly spread 
across the sector. We will be considering ways in which we can 
enhance these. This will include, for example, further schemes to 
stimulate and support partnership working and additional initiatives 
across the range of the arts and humanities disciplines along the lines 
of the AHRC-BBC Radio 3 ‘New Generation Thinkers’ 
competition.  34

There are clear links here with government directives on partnerships, such as 
those demonstrated and demanded by the REF assessment and its recent 
addition of Impact as a measure of high-calibre research. It is within the 
AHRC’s remit (as for other Research Councils) to develop research and 
researchers, and partnerships have been commonly identified as a way to realise 
this development. 

Focus on partnerships introduces an additional - and increasingly significant - 
stakeholder in the HE sector, including research and researcher development, 
and that is industry groups and representatives. These groups are important for 
knowledge exchange (KE), as discussed above and in the previous chapter, but 
increasingly as part of the employability framework that is being called for in HE. 
This is connected to ‘work-related learning’: 

 “The new organisation will create a simplified, accessible and co-ordinated research and 32

innovation landscape which can improve the UK’s productivity, accelerate economic growth 
and act as a focal point for both public and private sector research and innovation 
activities”(‘Success as a Knowledge Economy,’ p. 75). Of course, the success of these 
departmental changes will remain to be seen, but will largely depend on how well the network-
centred approach to HE and partnerships is realised ‘on the ground’, i.e. via initiatives such as 
those embedded in PGR training as is being suggested and explored in this report. 

 http://www.hefce.ac.uk/about/unicoll/government/ (date accessed: 6/8/16).33

 ‘The Human World’, p. 22.34
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Work-related learning is a broader concept than work-based or 
workplace learning and here it includes work experiences and 
employability developments. Work-related learning involves learning 
for, at and through work. It includes learning which is formal and 
informal, assessed and not assessed. Work-related learning can be 
experienced in a range of settings and undertaken in a variety of 
ways.  35

This passage from a HEA report reaffirms the connection between policymakers, 
HE providers, regulators, and supporters/funders, and industries. All of these 
combine to form a complex and dynamic network in which the PhD is situated. 

This network, from this brief and even perhaps simplified overview, is thus made 
up of: PGRs, HEIs, Consortia, Research Councils, Government departments and 
organisations, and Industry partners. This complex network places additional 
demands on not only those providing research and researcher development 
opportunities, but also on PGRs in realising and making the most out of them. 
In a field of sometimes competing interests (such as where employers may seek 
sector-specific skills yet employees may seek to cultivate lifelong capabilities),  36

there are strong calls to empower students and to make their choices in the HE 
sector more efficacious. This is about making students such as PGRs active in 
their own learning process,  but it also does necessitate as a prerequisite a 37

knowledge of what skills, attributes and capabilities are needed.  This is where 38

researcher development and training in a relational sense can be realised. In this 
framework, while the student may be centralised, by no means do they operate 
in isolation, and it is only through awareness of and reflection on the network 
that they can make informed choices about their personal and professional (i.e. 
as researchers and for other career pathways) development.  

A way to represent this complex network might be such as that depicted in Fig. 
9. Here, the PGR is shown as central, and this represents how they must take 
ownership of their PhD experience. Surrounding them are a range of other 
stakeholders and other PGRs. Each of these operate at different levels and 
provide different opportunities that may indirectly influence the PGR experience, 
or may cut directly through to the PGR. Included in the schematic also are 
industry partners that are interconnected with other stakeholders, such as the 
NWCDTP and HEIs in particular, and so they inform part of the HE landscape. 
That part is still being realised, though, so the Venn-diagram style separation of 
that group demonstrates something of its autonomy from the HE sector, which 

 Jane Kettle, ‘Flexible Pedagogies: Employer Engagement & Work-Based Learning’, https://35

www.heacademy.ac.uk/sites/default/files/resources/ee_wbl_report.pdf, October 2013 (date 
accessed: 9/6/16), p. 21.

 Ronald Barnett, ‘Conditions of Flexibility: Securing a more responsive higher education 36

system’, https://www.heacademy.ac.uk/sites/default/files/resources/
fp_conditions_of_flexibility_0.pdf, June 2014 (date accessed: 19/6/16), p. 37.

 Kettle, ‘Employer Engagement & Work-Based Learning’, p. 5.37

 Barnett, ’Conditions of Flexibility’, p. 9.38
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is more narrowly defined and influenced by groups and departments such as 
HEA and OfS. At a broader level yet, cross-sectional concerns (i.e. academia and 
industries) are united by the upper-level government departments such as that 
of Business, Information and Skills (BIS) that cover the wider scope of research, 
impact, and employability at societal-level. These could then be expanded 
further still to explore the international commercial and political context that 
influence HE and PGR experience, although in perhaps diverse or indirect 
ways.  39

In this network (or at least in its more detailed and complex form than is 
represented in Fig. 9), there is no established linear career pathway. Although 
PGRs may still predominantly seek academic careers, and this may be a more 
historically reinforced route that reverberates in the contemporary landscape, 
the way that the network is shaping and being shaped by a range of 
stakeholders, including non-HEI partners, means that this is by no means the 
sole route. An analysis of the network and of the various stakeholders involved 

 On this point, the recent UK EU Referendum has led to notable concerns about the 39

international standing of universities, researchers, and research. (See, for example, ‘Academics 
fear new Brexit - a brain exit - after referendum vote’, http://www.independent.co.uk/news/
science/brain-drain-brexit-universities-science-academics-referendum-eu-a7100266.html, 24 
June 2016 [date accessed: 6/8/16].) This provides an example of more direct influence of large-
scale international politics on HE, but also reaffirms the significance of complex and multiple 
networks that are being advocated as a model for developing and understanding PhDs and HE 
more broadly here. 
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in it suggests that, while the increasing range of demands and opportunities for 
employability and work-related learning is acknowledged, it is not yet fully 
realised in PGR training.  That is where this report has taken instruction and is 40

the context that it seeks to respond to.  

Vitae & The Researcher Development Framework (RDF) 

One organisation with a sector-wide interest in researcher development, and 
that is very influential upon approaches to PGRs and the PhD, is Vitae.  Vitae 41

 ‘Success as a Knowledge Economy’, p. 42; ‘Higher Ambitions’, p. 112.40

 According to Prof. Rick Rylance, Chief Executive of AHRC, “Vitae is a distinctively valuable 41

organisation whose work has brought much benefit to the wider economy supporting skills and 
the employability of researchers” (https://www.vitae.ac.uk [date accessed: 8/8/16]). It thereby 
more directly relates to researcher development, as distinguished from research development, 
than the organisations discussed thus far in the report. 
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regularly surveys PGRs to determine the training landscape, and to continue to 
develop provisions in order to grow researchers’ skill sets. Increasingly, there is 
a realisation that this needs to expand to include provisions and guidance for 
non-academic careers as much as the academic ones that it has traditionally 
supported. This is in part due to the shifting landscape of HE, where impact and 
networks such as those suggested by Fig. 9 means that industries and other 
organisations (i.e. from the third sector) are becoming increasingly significant 
stakeholders in HE. Additionally, though, it is because, as Vitae itself concedes, 
more PGRs aspire to an academic career in HE than it is possible to provide jobs 
for,  and thus a more expansive view of careers and employability is needed. 42

At present, PGR training in UK HE is largely based on Vitae’s Researcher 
Development Framework (RDF) (Fig. 10), which is a tool for researchers to be 
able to reflect upon and fulfil their ongoing training needs. Broadly, the RDF 
identifies four key domains of skills crucial to researcher development. Each of 
these are then subdivided into skillsets, which are then further divided into 
individual skills that are taken as characteristic of successful researchers. The key 
question that can be raised of the RDF in the context of impact and strong 
connections between research (HE) and wider society (Fig.7; see also previous 
chapter) is how much it is tailored to a specifically academic career for 
researchers, and how transferable its skillset is or can be rendered.  

This question has guided the handling of the RDF in the present project. 
Research into the training provision at different HEIs across the NWCDTP 
revealed that its use varies: some universities more actively categorised the 
training catalogue according to the domains and skillsets of the RDF; others 
more passively referred to it as a tool that may aid some PGRs. In all cases, 
though, there was some reference made to the RDF, which demonstrates its 
relevance and applicability, particularly for PhD provision. Given its widespread 
use and significance in the field, it was a useful starting point for exploring and 
assessing training provision in UK HE, particularly alongside calls in reports and 
other literature for a stronger emphasis on employability, work-related learning, 
and ‘flexible pedagogy’.  

Flexible pedagogy is a concept that has emerged from extensive research by the 
HEA into new models of learning that might be suitable for HE - including 
undergraduates, taught postgraduates, and postgraduate researchers (as well as 
the suggestion of ECR provision). Essentially, it promotes the integration of 
industries into the university environment in the interests of developing 
employability. It emphasises, rather than certain career-specific skills such as 
those demanded by HE, the value of transferable skills, and these are at the very 
core of the conditions of flexibility. As Ronald Barnett notes in his summary 
report of flexibility and pedagogies: 

 ‘Key Outcomes from the 2015 Careers in Research Online Survey (CROS) and Principal 42

Investigators and Research Leaders Surveys (PIRLS)’, https://www.vitae.ac.uk/news/press-
releases/key-outcomes-from-the-2015-careers-in-research-online-survey-cros-and-principal-
investigators-and-research-leaders-surveys-pirls, September 2015 (date accessed: 17/5/16).
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Flexibility, then, can be understood as a theme - a ‘trope’ - for 
imagining and then realising quite new potentials that may be 
glimpsed for the student as a person-in-the-making. For example, 
just what might be meant by the idea of the student as ‘a global 
citizen’ and just what forms of flexibility might that call for? Does it 
not invite a pedagogy of some daring, of openness, and of challenge, 
and even of some risk, in inviting students to become citizens of the 
world, a pedagogy that is imaginative at once in curricula, 
approaches to teaching and in the manner opened up for student 
development?  43

Flexible pedagogy is firmly embedded in, and seeks to most effectively respond 
to the complex challenges of, a fast-paced, interconnected, and technologically-
savvy world. It is in this framework where the significance of learner autonomy 
and capability is highlighted, and this is reflected in Fig. 9, where flexible 
pedagogies are underlying proposed changes in HE.  

While flexible pedagogy is thus a key part of the way that training provision for 
researcher development is assessed here, it should also be noted that there are 
a number of areas that this needs to be clarified or tweaked in order to meet 
the demands of PGRs as a specific group within HE. Few studies have thus far 
investigated this, and so the exploration of flexible pedagogies for PGR training 
(specifically in the NWCDTP) detailed in this report is certainly novel. On the 
other hand, flexible pedagogies, however, are not consistently or explicitly 
critiqued in this report, as this would require a more theory-driven analysis. 
Instead, such critique is tacit and underlying as part of the consideration and 
assessment of the PGR training provision. An example of this would be the 
clarification of the role of the PGR suggested by Fig. 9; this intimates continued 
discussion of the role of networks and how PGRs and training providers should 
be expected to negotiate them. (A more theory-based presentation of this, and 
of flexible pedagogies more broadly, will be provided in a forthcoming paper 
that will follow on from this same research project.) 

The Vitae RDF tool, to this end, foregrounds the role of the individual researcher 
in reflecting on and steering their own training provision. Yet equally, as this 
report will demonstrate, there is a need for training providers to guide this 
training effectively, and to make optimal use of the RDF as part of that training 
provision. The RDF thereby is taken here as a starting point for evaluating PGR 
training, particularly in the context of partnerships and employability, which 
characterises the HE landscape as well as the wider societal context it is 
increasingly linked to via emphasis on impact and other measures.  

Does the RDF support a flexible pedagogy by presenting PGRs with 
opportunities to develop a diverse skillset? Does it offer transferable skills that 
are not career-specific? Does it allow PGRs to recognise themselves as relational, 
by providing scope to engage effectively with partners beyond their HEI(s)? 

 Barnett, ‘Conditions of Flexibility’, p. 73.43
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Methods Used in the Report 

This report reflects on PhD experience and PGR training as a fundamental 
aspect of it, making suggestions in the light of these findings. These 
suggestions are considered alongside a set of wider literature that is produced 
by, or at least takes into account, a range of key stakeholders (Fig. 9). This 
research highlights the role of flexible pedagogies and strategic partnerships 
that work across the porous boundary between academia and so-called non-
academia. It does not, however, make sustained or specific comments in relation 
to PGR training and the PhD, particularly not in the Arts & Humanities 
disciplines. Thus, the findings from this secondary material require 
supplementary research in order to tailor, analyse, and critically consider their 
applicability in making suggestions for PGR provision in the NWCDTP. 

The supplementary research has been designed to take into account the range 
of stakeholders, and to represent the intersection of different viewpoints and 
interests that need to be considered in developing PGR training. This research 
takes account of, and enquires about, the value of the PhD overall in an impact-
driven context. It is influenced by the notion of flexible pedagogies that has 
employability firmly in mind, which is in response to government and 
policymakers’ calls to increase this at PGR level. The report tests these 
concerns, and uses the findings to propose a specific and tailored set of 
suggestions for PGR training across the NWCDTP.  

At present, the RDF is influential in PGR training. It thus informs much of the 
primary research. Firstly, research explored the training provision from the 
different HEIs that comprise the NWCDTP (Keele, Lancaster, Liverpool, 
Manchester, Manchester Metropolitan, RNCM, Salford). This material, that was 
necessary to provide introductory and descriptive insights, was corroborated by 
consulting Researcher Development Officers (RDOs) (or their equivalent) in Arts 
& Humanities faculties in each HEI. An email with five questions was sent to 
each HEI, and four out of the seven responded. 

Further insights were then noted at a residential hosted at the University of 
Manchester for ECRs from across the NWCDTP. Fifteen participants attended 
the two-day residential at the Chancellor’s Hotel and Conference Centre in 
Fallowfield, which ran Sunday 26th to Monday 27th June 2016. Here, workshops 
and sessions were designed to encourage participants to reflect on their own 
experience as both PGRs and then upon completion of the PhD. This revealed 
narratives about HE and how PGRs are trained and encounter transitions, which 
in turn highlighted areas for improvement of provision for both.  

The residential not only informed this project and sister projects and reports, 
but also allowed the dissemination of findings from the research thus far. In a 
workshop entitled ‘We are capable: Posthuman pedagogies and rediscovering 
our skillset’, initial research from this project, including the notion of flexible 
pedagogies and networks and relational researchers, was presented and 
discussed using a range of interactive methods (including reflection and 
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improvisation). Personal reflections on this workshop have continued to steer 
the theoretical foundations of the proposals in the report: these are touched 
upon here but are discussed at greater length in a forthcoming research paper 
that also emerges from the project. 

Next, building on this research, and in order to develop more formal and critical 
insights on the training provision across the NWCDTP, a survey was designed 
and disseminated to various stakeholders. These were identified through 
consultation of wider literature and narratives from the ECR residential as: PGRs; 
supervisors; and industry groups. The survey sent to each of these stakeholders 
varied slightly among the groups, although all three asked consistent questions 
about the value of the PhD, specifically in the Arts & Humanities, represented by 
the perception of unique traits that characterise PGRs. Common to all surveys 
additionally was a focus on the RDF in order to gauge and ascertain how valued 
the skills and skillsets were by different groups, and in HE and beyond. 

The response rate to the surveys was mixed. As a broad yet brief overview, 21 
students took the survey, 11 supervisors, and 3 industry groups. Given that the 
scope (including timescale) of the project was fairly small, the number of 
responses can be considered reasonably successful. That said, particularly for 
the supervisors survey, some HEIs were overrepresented, and others 
underrepresented. This may eschew the data, but the surveys - designed using 
Google Forms for ease of design, access, and for its data handling tools - will 
remain open beyond the remit of this project so that they can be developed and 
disseminated around NWCDTP cohorts in future years.  

At the present time, there is much awareness of flexible pedagogies and the 
need to embed employability in the training provision across HE, but very little 
has been concretely realised at present, as one RDO at a HEI in the Consortium 
suggested (and this is espoused by comments from other RDOs interviewed 
from other HEIs). Thus, this report comes at a strategic time as decisions on 
revision and implementation of training provision are taking place. These will be 
ongoing, and so it is logical that the tools for reflection and response to these 
changes are also kept open for ongoing use. The implications of responses for 
the present report, though, mean that findings are indicative only and are likely 
to need further examination and corroboration. 

Finally, primary data was obtained from the Alumni Office at the University of 
Manchester that detailed employment destinations of graduates from the 
School of Arts, Languages, and Cultures. This was used to explore the range of 
careers and to highlight pathways between postgraduate education (PGT and 
PGR) and academic and non-academic careers (Figs. 2 and 3).  The data, while 44

extensive, however, was limited in terms of some of the categorisations of 
industries and sectors, and depended very much on how respondents classified 
their own industry, rather than being standardised in any particular way. For 

 It should also be noted here that Figs. 2 and 3 both use the full range of the data made 44

available through the Alumni Office, that traces back as far as 1948. This is to provide broad 
trends, and is filtered further elsewhere in the report. 
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example, employment in the ‘Education - Further/Higher’ category included 
researchers and lecturers, as well as learning support roles such as RDOs, 
librarians, and careers advisers. These roles, while all certainly significant for 
HEIs, are varied, yet this was admittedly not accounted for in the datasets 
provided. Nonetheless, the data provides useful primary insights into the 
concrete landscape of employment and PhD graduate profiles in terms of 
general trends, which espouses key emphases from the secondary research on 
employability, partnerships across and beyond HE, and flexible pedagogies. 

These research methods engaged with a range of stakeholders via a variety of 
means (surveys, interviews, workshops) in order to develop as comprehensive an 
insight into PGR training and development across the PhD and wider landscape 
within the limited time constraints of the project. The purpose of these methods 
was to explore, in greater depth and specificity, trends and suggestions noted 
from secondary literature in the form of government and policymaker reports 
(i.e. AHRC, HEA, Vitae). They were supplemented by further informal discussions 
with individuals primarily in different areas of the University of Manchester 
(including SALC Researcher Development, Library Services, Careers Services, 
Widening Participation). These conversations have enriched insights and have 
allowed suggestions to be refined ahead of their presentation in this report. 
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Current Approaches to Training 

Before data was collected from stakeholders including PGRs, their supervisors, 
and industry groups, an exploration of training provision at the different HEIs 
that comprise the NWCDTP was conducted. This was done via HEI websites, and 
insights were corroborated, where possible, by contacting Researcher 
Development Officers (RDOs) across the HEIs via email. What follows is a brief 
summary and then an overview of the findings of this exercise (Fig. 11), to detail 
the range of approaches to training. This will provide the basis for subsequent 
critical analysis. 

At Keele University, there is an emphasis on PGR students assessing their own 
training needs by means of a Personal Development and Learning Plan, that is 
discussed with the student’s supervisory team. This skills assessment is divided 
into (a) research skills and techniques, and (b) transferable skills, personal 
development and employability.  

Formal training takes the form of two compulsory and assessed fifteen-credit 
modules, ‘Research Skills in the Humanities’ (semester one), and ‘Reflective 
Practice in the Humanities’ (semester two). Alongside these interdisciplinary 
courses, there are opportunities for more informal training events, and students 
are expected to undertake 200 hours of training throughout their PhD 
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- 2 compulsory 15-credit modules providing Humanities training 
- Informal additional training on ad-hoc basis, based on student canvassing 

- Research Training Programme (RTP) for MA and PhD students 
- Additional, peripheral training from library, careers, departments 

- University-wide PGR development programme based on Vitae’s RDF 
- LiNK offers work and mentoring placements with industry partners 

- ArtsMethods@Manchester (AM@M) provides Humanities training 
- PGRs encouraged to develop own training through AM@M fund 

- University-wide training programme for categorised areas 
- PGRs identify own training needs and enrol onto courses as appropriate 

- Specific training (seminars, masterclasses) for performers, composers 
- General researcher training provided through MMU workshops 

- University-wide PGR and staff training programme (SPoRT) 
- Training from across University organised according to Vitae’s RDF 
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programme. Although these are not timetabled, they are provided based on 
student canvassing and demand. Training that PGRs choose to undertake is 
discussed and agreed with supervisors. 

Beyond these training provisions, Keele hosts an annual postgraduate research 
symposium, which allows PGRs to develop and demonstrate presentation skills 
in a supportive atmosphere. Two sources of funding are available (Research 
Support Fund, RSF2; Researcher Development and Transferable Skills Fund, RDF) 
for PGRs to apply to in support of fieldwork, hosting conferences, attending 
external training (such as ArtsMethods@Manchester, which are available 
through ArtsMethodsNorthWest), attending conferences, etc.  

The University of Lancaster offers all postgraduate students in the Faculty of 
Arts and Social Sciences (FASS) access to the Research Training Programme 
(RTP). The RTP features a catalogue of a range of training sessions including on-
site modules, short courses, and distance learning modules. MA and PhD 
students take these courses together: for MA students, they are credited and 
assessed; for PhD students, they are taken on an auditing basis.  

The RTP provides core training to PGs in three areas: (a) methodologies (i.e. 
statistics, qualitative and quantitative data); (b) basic student support (i.e. thesis 
writing, presenting at conferences, managing supervisor relationships); and (c) 
employability, careers, and engagement. Beyond the RTP, there are 
opportunities for additional peripheral training, such as department-specific 
provision, uni-wide provision (from the careers service and library, for example), 
and pathway events via the NWCDTP.  
At the University of Liverpool, there is a university-wide PGR development 
programme. Training activities are formally logged in a ‘PGR Toolbox’ that 
also includes a record of supervisory meetings, and a portfolio of activity. This is 
closely related to annual progression requirements, and training is likewise 
tailored to the different stages of the PhD.  

Each school within the Faculty of Humanities and Social Sciences prepares a 
PGR handbook that outlines subject-specific training events, that are considered 
as at the core of individuated PGR training provisions. Training sessions are 
provided by different groups across the University, including the Library and 
PGR Development team.  

Liverpool contributes to MethodsNorthWest, which represents the methods and 
advanced training arm of the NWCDTP, as well as the North West Doctoral 
Training College (NWDTC), a partnership initiative similar to the AHRC’s, but 
spearheaded by another Research Council, Economic and Social Research 
Council (ESRC). There are numerous collaborative initiatives run at Liverpool, 
including engage@liverpool, which provides inter-faculty support, and LiNK, 
which is a PhD skills, training, and placement programme. LiNK, or ‘Liverpool 
Network of Knowledge Exchange’, enables PGRs to develop research and 
interpersonal skills. It provides all PGRs with the opportunity to undertake a 
fifteen-day placement with an external partner as part of their PhD experience. 
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The programme is competitive, and provides a bursary of £500 to cover 
expenses for successful applicants.  

The University of Manchester delivers training to students in the School of Arts, 
L anguages and Cu l tu re s ( SALC ) v i a two t r a i n ing i n i t i a t i ve s : 
methods@manchester, which is broad and extends to students from a diverse 
range of fields across the Faculty of Humanities including the social sciences; 
and ArtsMethods@Manchester (AM@M), which is more tailored to PGRs 
undertaking research in the Arts. These courses are additionally made available 
to researchers across the NWCDTP. 

PGRs self-enrol onto training sessions using eProg, the online platform for 
logging of supervision meetings, training sessions, and other administrative 
aspects of the PhD. As part of this online learning environment, the AM@M 
website features short videos of different training courses that are freely 
accessible. This parallels a physical learning environment, the Graduate School, 
which is shared by PGRs and PGT students as a hub for working, and for delivery 
of training sessions.  

An additional aspect of AM@M is the funding that it makes available to PGRs 
who want to propose their own training sessions as part of the overall provision, 
or who want to run a conference, workshop, atelier, seminar, study group, or 
reading group. These are supported and promoted by online and offline spaces, 
so that the training has an ongoing legacy and impact. 

At Manchester Metropolitan University, a training programme for PGRs across 
the University is devised by the Academic Board Research Degrees Committee. 
This supplements specialist training offered by faculties, which includes more 
specific analytical and research skills that are tailored to the various disciplines. 
The 2015/16 Student Development Programme indicates something of the 
training provision for PGRs across the University by categorising skills into 
different skillsets, and presenting them in a brochure format. 

Training offered through the University-wide Graduate School concords with 
these strategies, and allows PGRs to select and book onto workshops. All new 
PGRs undertake a mandatory induction, and subsequent training is then divided 
into blocks: (a) Getting started; (b) Library services; (c) Writing skills; (d) Research 
methodology; (e) Tools for research; (f) Presentation skills; (g) Conference 
preparation; (h) Personal and professional development; (i) Thesis; (j) 
Technology, media and literacy. Links are also provided to external training 
providers, including lynda.com and Elsevier.  

The Royal Northern College of Music (RNCM) offers training both independently 
for its own PGRs, but also via Manchester Metropolitan University (MMU), 
through which its PhD degrees are accredited. While the latter training covers 
broader researcher skills, including literature searching, reviewing, and writing, 
RNCM-specific training is more specific to research and careers in Music. 
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There are a range of weekly seminars tailored for researchers, performers, and 
composers. Performers are invited to masterclasses in addition to these, and all 
PGRs at the RNCM are able to attend regular one-off events that provide 
training in research and research-related topics. PGRs also have access to 
r e s e a r c h m e t h o d s t r a i n i n g v i a m e t h o d s @ m a n c h e s t e r a n d 
ArtsMethods@Manchester. They also receive a weekly bulletin informing them 
of training opportunities elsewhere, and costs and expenses can be covered by 
the RNCM Research Fund. 

Finally, the University of Salford offers University-wide training in the form of 
the Salford Postgraduate & Staff Research Training (SPoRT) programme. This is 
open to all PGRs, as well as academic and research staff. It closely corresponds 
to the four domains of Vitae’s RDF, and training courses are organised as such 
for staff and PGRs to chart their own researcher development using Vitae’s 
interactive RDF tracker tool.  

Salford provides a combination of online tools and events, and online resources 
are often provided as preliminary and preparatory material ahead of training 
sessions. There are additionally other University-wide courses that complement 
the RDF domains, such as: ‘Wordscope: Academic writing skills’ (10 weeks); 
IT and digital skills sessions; and enterprise events via the Careers & 
Employability division. Overall, Salford offers a networked approach to training, 
drawing strategically on areas of expertise from different areas of the University. 

In looking at the general training provision across the HEIs of the NWCDTP, 
there are certain trends that emerge. Most universities offer a non-centralised 
model of training, or at least contain non-centralised components, where 
different parts of the universities (i.e. Library, Careers services) provide courses 
that reflect their areas of expertise. Some universities - particularly smaller ones 
- take this model of non-centralisation and networking further, and more 
explicitly highlight training opportunities across the NWCDTP, including 
methods@manchester, and AM@M.  

This variety of training courses is then brought together in various ways, 
including explicit use of Vitae’s RDF to allow PGRs (and others) to be at the 
forefront of evaluating, and selecting courses according to, their training needs. 
Some HEIs explicitly formalise this reflective process, building it into supervision 
and key milestones such as end of year reviews as part of the PhD process. Part 
of this formalisation of training may include a core training programme or 
course, which provides what are seen to be the foundational aspects of training 
for PhD work. 

Most of these central training provisions highlight the value of competency with 
a range of methodologies, as well as other researcher skillsets including 
presentation skills, writing skills, and other practical skills such as using 
electronic search facilities and resources, and managing supervisor relationships. 
The majority of these core training provisions are thereby research-specific, 
although a number of HEIs across the NWCDTP have highlighted a need to 
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develop employability as a key aspect of training. Partnerships are being 
cultivated and put in place, particularly in HEIs such as Liverpool, with the LiNK 
scheme offered to PGRs, and in Lancaster, where employability is regarded as 
one of the three key (albeit presently underdeveloped) aspects of training and 
researcher development.  

Policymaker and Funder Voices 

The question that may be returned to at this point is whether employability is 
needed as part of PGR provision, and if so, then what form this should take: 
whether it should be HE-specific, or whether it should consider a broader range 
of careers and the skillsets required for them. (These questions connote the 
issue raised earlier in the Context chapter, namely, about the value of a PhD.)  

For policymakers and governmental organisations and departments, the 
response is clear and in favour of embedding employability firmly in HE, as part 
of the training mandate that it has to students. According to a BIS report: 

Our challenge is to nurture a higher education system, responsive to 
the demands of both undergraduate and postgraduate training, 
embedded and integrated in a wider education and skills framework 
and capable of equipping all students with the capabilities and 
confidence to prosper.  45

This is representative of the broader trend from the top-down governmental 
and policymaker perspective that emphasises the fundamental need to connect 
and contextualise HE and wider society.  

Capability and confidence here are key concepts; the two go hand-in-hand and 
are concerned with the ability to actively adapt learning and training for 
unfamiliar situations. To this end, capability in particular is discerned from 
competence, which is a key part of capability, but is concerned more with pre-
empted or familiar situations. Capability is about the ability “to use 
competencies in novel as well as familiar situations,” thinking outside the box, 
self-efficacy, taking appropriate risks, and working well in teams.  It is thus 46

about actively reflecting on and adapting to different situations with a level of 
fluidity to match that of the context. This context is seemingly at the forefront of 
governmental and policymaker concerns and visions for HE: 

 ‘Higher Ambitions’, p. 21.45

 Lester Davis, Stewart Hase, ‘Developing Capable Employees: The work activity briefing’, 46

Journal of Workplace Learning, Vol. 11, No. 8 (1999), p. 298.

“
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In [a globalised knowledge] economy, there is a premium on 
sophisticated skills, intellectual confidence and employability, so 
these must be among the key returns from higher education. [...] 
Britain is a knowledge economy. Its competitive advantages in the 
global economy are all built on sophisticated skills, high levels of 
creativity and intellectual confidence.  47

Policymaker assessments of HE are thus driven by the broader need for skilled 
and employable persons that can adapt to meet an often volatile and shifting 
economic, cultural, and globalised landscape.  

From a governmental level, then, the impetus is to developing the skillsets of 
the workforce in order to develop the national economy: 

Growth accounting studies have found that changes in labour 
composition (i.e. skills improvements) have tended to directly 
account for around a fifth of the growth in average labour 
productivity in the UK over recent decades.  48

PhDs represent a high level of education, and this is associated with a high skill 
attainment. Part of the governmental focus on PhDs as the uppermost point of 
HE, though, may be about realising and affirming that skillset so that it 
contributes in fruitful ways to the national economy. Although the AHRC 
cautions against excessive economisation of Arts & Humanities research, its 
cultural and commercial value is nonetheless affirmed in accordance with 
governmental and economic interests.   49

While graduates of HE, at a range of levels from undergraduates to 
postgraduates and to academics, are potentially recognised as highly skilled, 
however, this becomes a concern insofar as it opens up a skills gap across the 
economy. There is, in other words, an “imbalance in the skills produced by our 
education and training system - a long tail of people with low or basic skills, 
insufficient numbers with intermediate-level qualifications and technical skills, 
but a substantial pool of adults qualified at tertiary level.”  Government 50

responses to this have been largely threefold: (1) there is a need to target and 
develop the skillset of those with ‘basic’ skills via technical and vocational 
education and training provision;  (2) facilitation of fair and open access to 51

 ‘Higher Ambitions’, pp. 40, 41.47

 Ana Rincón Aznar et al., ‘BIS Research Paper Number 262: UK Skills and Productivity in an 48

International Context’, www.niesr.ac.uk/sites/default/files/publications/BIS-15-704-UK-skills-
and-productivity-in-an-international-context.pdf, December 2015 (date accessed: 11/8/16), p. 6.

 ‘Arts and Humanities Research Landscape’, p. 14.49

 ‘Technical Education Reform: The Case for Change’, https://www.gov.uk/government/50

uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/536048/Technical_Education_Reform_-
_Case_For_Change.pdf, July 2016 (date accessed: 11/8/16), p. 14.

 Ibid.51

“
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HE;  (3) highlight the role of transferable skills in order to diversify the skillset of 52

HE graduates and to alleviate pressures on an already crowded job market in 
academia. It is the third that is of most relevance to the scope of this report. 

The issue facing HE graduates, particularly concerning PhD provision at the apex 
of formal degrees offered by HEIs,  may seem striking. On the one hand, PGRs 53

are to realise their particular skillset as part of their research, where researcher 
development is already to be noted. On the other hand, the transferability of 
these skills to fields not necessarily constrained to HE is to be emphasised. This 
is ultimately in the service of the economy, which is at the forefront of much 
governmental strategising and policymaking, but also is in the service of the 
researcher who may consequentially be able to find meaningful employment in 
other fields. 

It is in this aspect of training and the realisation of transferable skills through 
not only researcher development, but additionally and significantly professional 
development, where funders of HE research, and HEIs themselves, are expected 
to follow through on the government’s recommendations and policies. To this 
end, it is useful to consider the UK Concordat to Support the Career 
Development of Researchers. Vitae, who “leads on the management and 
implementation of the Concordat,” describes it as follows: 

 Extensive work has been done on Widening Participation (WP) and Fair Access (FA) to this 52

end. This is reflected in numerous reports (‘Fair Education Alliance: Report Card 2015’, 
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/543e665de4b0fbb2b140b291/t/
570d7fac37013bba012cc50f/1460502515137/Fair+Education+Alliance+Report+Card+2015.pdf, 
2015 [date accessed: 3/6/16]; Paul Wakeling and Gillian Hampden-Thompson, ‘Transition to 
Higher Degrees Across the UK: An analysis of national, institutional and individual differences’, 
https://www.heacademy.ac.uk/sites/default/files/
transition_to_higher_degree_across_the_uk_0.pdf, April 2013 [date accessed: 14/6/16]), and is 
arguably in spite of proposed closures to the Office for Fair Access (OFFA), whose duties are to 
be absorbed by the Office for Students (OfS) (‘Success as a Knowledge Economy’, p. 61), and 
abolition of the means-tested maintenance grant (‘Student grants replaced by loans’, BBC 
News, http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/education-36940172, 1 August 2016 [date accessed: 2/8/16]). 

 To be sure, government interests in HE detailed in its policy reports and white papers on the 53

sector may not specifically highlight postgraduate, or PGR education as part of its holistic 
emphasis on skills. The 2006 Leitch Report, for example, sets a target of moving from 29% to 
>40% of adults qualified to Level 4 and above (i.e. degree-level qualifications) by 2020 
(‘Prosperity for all in the global economy - world class skills: Final report’, 
webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/20070701082906/http://www.hm-treasury.gov.uk/media/
6/4/leitch_finalreport051206.pdf, December 2006 [date accessed: 12/8/16]). That said, increasing 
attention is given to PG education within the HE sector, with evaluation of the kind of skills 
provision discussed in this report (cf. ‘One Step Beyond: Making the most of postgraduate 
education’, http://dera.ioe.ac.uk/470/7/10-704-one-step-beyond-postgraduate-education-
Redacted.pdf, March 2010 [date accessed: 5/7/16]). This denotes a trend of increased reflection 
on pathways to PG education, including fair access and widening participation issues, and the 
outcomes of it such as careers and employability. Although the latter is the focus of this report, 
considered in terms of the training provision as part of the PhD itself, all aspects of PGR 
education are interrelated and meriting of additional study.
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[It] is an agreement between funders and employers of research staff 
to improve the employment and support for researchers and 
research careers in UK higher education. It sets out clear standards 
that research staff can expect from the institution that employs them, 
as well as their responsibilities as researchers.  54

The Concordat thus bridges between policymakers, funders (such as Research 
Councils), and HEIs in looking at strategic development of training provision and 
support. Although the Concordat is clearly aimed at those employed by HEIs, it 
also has strong implications for PGRs insofar as they may become the future job 
market should they elect to remain in HE. Therefore, the reflections and 
suggestions made by the Concordat denote the present and future landscape of 
employment in the HE sector. 

Higher Education Institution (HEI) Voices 

Moving, then, from policymakers to the Research Councils and, primarily, HEIs 
that agree upon and implement the principles of the Concordat, further voices 
can be added to this networked and interrelated landscape. Each HEI that 
voluntarily opts to adopt the Concordat into its infrastructure is tasked with 
devising an implementation action plan. This is an ongoing exercise that 
involves reflection on measures taken, and future actions that could be taken in 
order to demonstrate an ongoing commitment to the Concordat’s principles. 

These seven principles are as follows:  

1. Recognition of the importance of recruiting, selecting and retaining 
researchers with the highest potential to achieve excellence in research. 

2. Researchers are recognised and valued by their employing organisation as 
an essential part of their organisation’s human resources and a key 
component of their overall strategy to develop and deliver world-class 
research. 

3. Researchers are equipped and supported to be adaptable and flexible in an 
increasingly diverse, mobile, global research environment. 

4. The importance of researchers’ personal and career development, and 
lifelong learning, is clearly recognised and promoted at all stages of their 
career. 

5. Individual researchers share the responsibility for and need to pro-actively 
engage in their own personal and career development, and lifelong learning. 

6. Diversity and equality must be promoted in all aspects of the recruitment 
and career management of researchers. 

 ‘Concordat to Support the Career Development of Researchers’, https://www.vitae.ac.uk/54

policy/concordat-to-support-the-career-development-of-researchers, (date accessed: 3/6/16). 

“

 42

https://www.vitae.ac.uk/policy/concordat-to-support-the-career-development-of-researchers
https://www.vitae.ac.uk/policy/concordat-to-support-the-career-development-of-researchers


7. The sector and all stakeholders will undertake regular and collective review 
of their progress in strengthening the attractiveness and sustainability of 
research careers in the UK.  55

The Concordat spotlights researchers, but recognises them as part of a network 
of stakeholders, including HEIs, employers, research funders, and advisory 
groups such as Vitae itself. Each of these has roles and responsibilities as set out 
by the Concordat, and so effectively the document is a guide to realising the 
foundations of relational researchers. Adaptability and flexibility and the 
suggestion of lifelong learning that goes beyond that which is solely oriented 
towards the thesis is recognised, and this corresponds well to flexible 
pedagogies and focus on employability and transferable skills highlighted 
earlier in the report. 

All HEIs across the NWCDTP (except RNCM, which is accredited through 
MMU)  have completed Concordat implementation action plans and published 56

them online. The following brief survey of each institution provides an overview 
into how the Concordat has been responded to by the HEIs that comprise the 
NWCDTP. This can then be used to inform an understanding of training 
provision for employable PGRs in a context marked by connectivity and flux. The 
context is one of sometimes competing interests, and this puts pressure on 
HEIs.  Yet as the responses to the Concordat suggest, universities are adept at 57

reflecting on their strengths and identifying scope to develop and meet sector-
wide and governmental demands.  

At Keele University, formal reflective processes have been implemented as part 
of staff support and development. All staff are allocated a formally trained 
mentor to aid with this Staff Performance Review and Enhancement (SPRE) 
appraisal process. Keele People is a training course catalogue that offers a way 
of filtering courses, and all researcher workshops in the catalogue are mapped 
onto the RDF. A ‘Broadening Horizons’ course has been introduced to make 
effective use of researchers’ time by providing a broad-minded approach to 
their career development.  

The University of Lancaster emphasises the proactive management of research 
careers and provides support, such as for fellowship applications, with a 10% 
increase in the number of applications submitted annually as a result. Lancaster 
actively reflects on its current provision, including the Researcher Development 
Programme, which will include new institutional priorities going into future 
years of its delivery. There is increased awareness of the Careers service, and 
development of the mentor-match scheme by increasing the pool of mentors 
and promoting the scheme more to researchers. The overall 2020 Strategy 

 ‘Concordat to Support the Career Development of Researchers, UK 2008’, https://55

www.vitae.ac.uk/policy/vitae-concordat-vitae-2011.pdf, 2008 (date accessed: 3/6/16).

 http://ec.europa.eu/euraxess/index.cfm/rights/strategy4ResearcherOrgs (date accessed: 56

6/6/16).

 Jane Kettle, ‘Employer Engagement & Work-Based Learning’, p. 8.57
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makes explicit reference to ECRs and to the Researcher Development 
Programme mapped against Vitae’s RDF. It seeks to bring together ECRs and 
established academics into the same space, with a view to forming peer 
coaching networks reflected also in the University’s nationally recognised 
Research Staff Association (established in 2014). 

The University of Liverpool encourages identification and support of clear 
individual research plans for all researchers, with close management and 
mentoring at department-level. Mentoring is a key part of Liverpool’s action 
plan, and there are aims to make it part of the minimum entitlement to training 
and development alongside practicing of skills (i.e. teaching). This forms part of 
the Professional Development Review (PDR) process formally established at the 
University, which is reflected upon on an ongoing basis. The Researcher 
Development Programme is under review for compatibility with Vitae’s RDF. 
One-to-one specialist career advice is available to all researchers, and role 
expectation documentation has been developed to showcase the full range of 
academic career pathways. A knowledge exchange (KE) strategy is in the final 
stages of development, as is a Staff Charter, based on consultation with all staff 
University-wide, designed to demonstrate required and institutionally distinctive 
values and behaviour. 

At the University of Manchester, a Researcher Development Agenda includes 
PGRs and researchers, and ensures a symbiotic relationship between researchers 
and the University. A Personal Development Planner (PDP) is delivered online via 
ResDOT and is reviewed annually by the researcher and their manager. The 
University has an active Research Staff Association (RSA) launched in 2011 as 
one of many channels for representation. There is an Extended Access scheme 
that recently became permanent policy; this grants PGRs sustained access to 
emails and University facilities up to six months upon completion. Mentoring 
opportunities are provided by the Manchester Gold Staff scheme, which 
provides one-to-one mentoring over nine months and is highly regarded by 
recruiters and students. The University also has ‘An Academic Career’ as part 
of its online resource provision, which was designed by the Careers Service in 
consultation with academics to demonstrate the finer details of what a career in 
HE entails, seeking to demystify the sector for potential applicants. 

Manchester Metropolitan University have created the role of PVC for Research, 
and this appointment is to be the Chair of the Research Concordat Steering 
Group. It provides support to researchers on fixed-term contracts to find new 
contracts in accordance with Concordat principles. Further support for 
researchers comes in the form of improvements made to the Research 
Development Programme “that provides transferable skills training in research 
and entrepreneurship as well as career development advice,” especially for 
fixed-term researchers. Mentoring features heavily in MMU’s provision, as 
mentoring schemes model best practice and are identified as a useful resource 
for targeted researchers (i.e. women, mid-career researchers). All professors are 
trained in coaching and mentoring, and there has been a 25% increase in the 
number of research staff and students who access these services. A work-
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shadowing programme for ECRs has been introduced on a small scale (with 
twelve opportunities in the first year), but this has been received with positive 
feedback and may be developed in future years.  

Finally, at the University of Salford, a Performance and Development Review 
(PDR) process for all staff has been launched in response to the Concordat, 
along with the creation of dedicated Research Development Team within 
Research & Enterprise, the finalisation of a Staff Coaching Framework, and the 
implementation of an Academic Roles Handbook. The Researcher Development 
Programme is aligned with the national RDF, and this is constantly being 
expanded through SPoRT with identification of new and innovative training 
opportunities, such as tri-annual residential research writing and profile 
development retreats that are open to all. A pilot peer-to-peer coaching scheme 
for PGRs was trialled but uptake was low; instead, “wider postgraduate 
networks, aligned to the supportive environment of research centres, were 
thought to be more effective in supporting postgraduate researcher 
development.” In 2013, a Head of Industrial Partnerships was appointed to 
address community challenges, working closely with businesses, services, and 
communities, with a focus on research impact. 

What this overview shows, firstly, is that the Concordat is fully implemented in 
HEI reflections and, as such, is very influential across the NWCDTP. Many 
measures have been taken in response to the seven principles of the Concordat 
(the ones most relevant to the scope of this project are detailed above). While 
some of these touch directly on PGR training and experience, most of them are 
focused on ECRs and other academics. A number of initiatives from HEIs aim at 
demystifying some of the unknown elements of what an academic career 
entails. Handbooks and online resources have been regarded as successful to 
this end, and may be directly corroborated with training sessions and discussion 
forums. These sorts of activities more directly impact upon PGR experience in 
terms of career transition.  

To elucidate this further, by means of comparison, reports that critically consider 
routes to postgraduate education place a high wager on dissemination of 
information so that applicants can make informed decisions. At present, it is 
noted that not much is known of transitions to PGT or PGR courses in terms of 
research that has been done on such trends, but this accompanies a lack of 
insight that many students making those transitions are provided with.  The 58

focus is thus on enhancing the information that students are provided with in 
looking ahead to the next stages of researcher and professional development. 
Employability is clearly significant to express across all of these transitional 
stages (entering HE; moving from undergraduate to postgraduate education; 
from PGT to PGR courses; and from PGR to ECR or other career).  

One way of providing tailored information for these transitional points that is 
already well-evidenced from the Concordat Implementation and Action plans 

 Robin Mellors-Bourne et al., ‘Postgraduate Transitions’, p. 7.58
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for the HEIs across the NWCDTP is via mentoring and coaching. As one HEI, 
Salford, notes, though, this was trialled at PGR level unsuccessfully. There may 
be scope, given the strong results arising from this practice at ECR and staff 
level, to develop the provision of this at PGR level (and elsewhere)  in 59

accordance with Concordat principles, and wider emphases across the sector 
and from government on employability and flexibility. This is explored alongside 
Vitae’s own intensive focus on mentoring and coaching, in the next chapter. 

The general trend across the NWCDTP in response to the Concordat depicts the 
value of networks and strategic provision within each HEI, for example with 
Research Staff Associations and efforts to develop and actively engage 
researchers in a strong institutional identity. Little mention is given of networks 
and partnerships beyond the HEI (asides from perhaps in mentoring schemes), 
and particularly at the PGR level there is scope to cultivate this, notably in the 
light of both Concordat plans and PGR training provisions. The latter already 
begin to make significant connections with external partners. These are 
concordant with the principles of the Concordat, particularly insofar as HEIs 
have a responsibility to develop the flexibility and adaptability of researchers for 
a diverse, global research environment. To return to an earlier point made about 
that research environment, increasingly the lines between that and industries 
and other organisations are blurring, particularly in a context marked by impact. 

That context, to reiterate, is significant, and underpins much of the research and 
proposals presented in this report. In order to secure meaningful impact (and 
that is demonstrable in terms of the REF), connections must be realised in the 
form of partnerships. This signifies a landscape made up of collaborations and 
co-operation rather than emphasising competition, which is the trend 
suggested by recent white papers on HE.  Of course, there will be a necessary 60

element of competition as part of the broader context that HE is enmeshed in,  61

and that it may prepare its students for employment in, but this cannot take 
absolute priority.  

Government visions for HE are orientated on the centrality of the student, which 
is useful in terms of the individual taking accountability for their own 
development, and is espoused by principle five of the Concordat. That said, as 
the Concordat makes clear, and is depicted here via an emphasis on networks 
(Fig. 9), the researcher is not a monad and other stakeholders’ interests must 
be factored in and accounted for. For example, a system flexible to students’ 
needs is dependent on students being fully aware of what those needs are in 
the first place.  As Fig. 9 suggests, those needs are the products of complex 62

 Mentoring has been highlighted as a useful way of demystifying the PhD to potential 59

applicants, which links to a widening participation perspective. Cf. ‘Postgraduate Transitions’, 
p. 38.

 ‘Students at the Heart of the System’, p. 5; ‘Success as a Knowledge Economy’, p. 8.60

 Ronald Barnett, ‘Conditions of Flexibility’, p. 24.61

 Ibid., p. 36.62
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dynamics between different groups. They are not static, but shift as the 
student’s perception of, and engagement with, their network develops. It is 
here, dispersed among the groups, organisations, and stakeholders of these 
intricate networks, where competition is a necessary element of the system, 
although it is by no means fully characterising of it. To be sure, the student may 
be central in their education, particularly at PGR level, but they are crucially not 
entirely isolatable or atomistic. 

For HEIs, this means that they have a key role in informing students and 
mediating something of this complex landscape through providing information 
with the greatest levels of transparency. This needs to be the case when 
approaching prospective (PGR) students, as well as training current students, 
looking ahead to careers and employability. The most effective way of doing 
this may be to make students aware of their networks and their roles within 
them. Provision for this kind of model is available through the principles of the 
Concordat, and are already suggested by HEIs’ Implementation and Action 
Plans. At present, these institutional responses have a distinct focus on the 
institution itself. In order to realise the value of connections and partnerships 
across the NWCDTP, it may be necessary to develop a Consortium-wide 
response to the Concordat. This is explored further in the next chapter. 

Industry Voices 

On the matter of partnerships and strategic collaborations, this highlights a 
further significant group of stakeholders, namely those from industry groups 
and organisations that are generally outside of HE. Throughout this report, 
partnerships have been considered in terms of their benefits to research and to 
society (in terms of impact as advocated by the REF assessment), as well as to 
the professional development of PGRs (as well as other students). Although 
much research emphasises employability as something that should be given 
more attention in training provision across HE, little attention is given to 
perspectives of industry partners themselves in terms of what they bring to the 
complex network. Most pertaining to this report, what do they seek from PGRs? 
What influence might they have on what the meaning and value of a PhD is? 

In a useful BIS report titled ‘Talent Fishing: What Business Want From 
Postgraduates’, these questions begin to be tackled. The report is overall 
optimistic about the value that employers give to PhDs, noting broadly that 
having specialist knowledge and deeper knowledge that underscores business 
development gives PGs a strategic advantage in the job market.  Indeed, as Fig. 63

12 shows, for around 30% of businesses surveyed for the BIS report, PGRs are 
‘essential’ candidates for recruitment, and for another 40%, PGRs maintain 
an advantage in terms of employability over those without a PhD. 

 ‘Talent Fishing: What Businesses Want From Postgraduates’, https://www2.le.ac.uk/63

departments/gradschool/about/external/publications/talent-fishing.pdf, March 2010 (date 
accessed: 8/7/16), p. 9.
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Responding to the question of what businesses seek from PGRs, the report 
states: 

Seven out of ten [employers] sought out PhD students, and of those 
who did, nearly nine out of ten valued the subject-specific skills and 
research and technical skills, and seven out of ten valued the new 
ideas and innovation such graduates bring to a business.  64

PhDs are thus valued for both technical and transferable skills according to this 
report, and further data from the BIS report (Fig. 13) corroborates this point. 
Given that the report makes explicit reference to STEM-specific practices, 
however, such as the Engineering Doctorate, the widespread applicability of 
these results to the Arts & Humanities subjects may be limited. 

 Ibid., p. 7.64
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That said, a useful insight from the report comes in what employers who were 
surveyed considered to be shortcomings of employing PGs. These pertain to 
professional traits and characteristics, which are summarised as follows: 

Postgraduates often lack work-wisdom, which is a loose collection of 
requirements based around commercial nous, understanding of the 
market, willingness to put aside personal interests to focus on what 
the business needs, team-working and maturity. On the whole, 
deficiencies in the behavioural skills such as employability and 
cultural fit, which businesses seek from all graduates nowadays, are 
more of a concern than deficiencies in technical skills. Nearly seven in 
ten employers agree that PhDs find it difficult to adapt to non-
academic environments.   65

Usefully, this highlights a distinction between technical and ‘behavioural’ 
skills, and it is the latter that should be perhaps most fruitfully focused on in HE 
provision for employability. This may help to alleviate a concern about diluting 
the meaning of a PhD by attempting to provide training provision for the 
development of technical skills in almost any career pathway. Employers 
seemingly do not expect the latter, and are more concerned about ‘work-
wisdom’, team-working abilities, and ‘commercial nous’. 

Of course, these points assume a profit-driven type of business or industry, and 
yet, as the AHRC make clear, Arts & Humanities areas of HE tend to make a 
greater proportion of partnerships and connections with third sector and 
cultural institutions. Knowledge of the market and commercialisation here may 
have a more limited (but then again by no means irrelevant) application. What is 
needed to determine this in greater detail is concrete insight from industry 
partners involved with the Arts & Humanities, and who are stakeholders in HE. 

To that end, a number of partner organisations were identified from the 
NWCDTP website; these groups already have some connection with HE and so 
can be considered stakeholders that are immediately relevant to the context 
that this report addresses. These groups were contacted with an online survey 
to be completed, and three responded. Partnerships between these 
organisations and the NWCDTP involve the support of collaborative PhDs, 
investing in research within the organisation itself, and internships or 
employment of PGR students and graduates.  

The survey asked representatives from industry groups to rate, on a scale of 1-5, 
how valuable they perceived researcher skillsets in their organisation. This 
question was focused on employability, and was asked with a view to exploring 
training provision that develops these skills. The set of skills were directly taken 
from Vitae’s RDF, given that it has been established to be commonly used in 
HEIs across the NWCDTP, both in terms of PGR training, and in responses to the 
Concordat.  

 Ibid., p. 13.65
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Fig. 14 depicts the skills that researchers are expected to have as suggested by 
the RDF, and specifically the ones that non-HEI partners valued most and least 
(these are later compared against results from the same questions in relation to 
the RDF asked to PGRs and supervisors). Results are particularly varied across 
responses from different organisations. Commitment to research, for example, 
was highly valued by two respondents, yet ranked among the lowest scoring 
skills (a score of 2 out of 5) by another. Also with evaluating, this was valued 
strongly by one respondent, and with more neutrality by the other two. None of 
the skills were consistently less favourably regarded by respondents, for 
example. This may suggest something about the broad range of skillsets 
required in different institutions, which serves to further undermine the binary 
between academia and non-academia given the non-homogeneity of sectors 
beyond HE. Greater attention to this complexity and diversity may need to be 
realised more thoroughly in PGR training provision looking beyond HE. 

While the exact values scored by respondents are likely to be subjective, the 
small scale along which responses are plotted (1-5) restricts options and may 
cause participants to assign greater significance to the various scores. The data 
thus provides a useful snapshot into the perception of expected PGR skillsets. 
Indeed, perhaps most striking of the results was that only a handful of skills 
were consistently scored by all respondents. Reputation and esteem, self-
confidence, and networking were valued highly by non-HEI partners (scoring 4 
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out of 5), and two skills received the highest score consistently: team working 
and collaboration, and innovation.  

This fully supports trends and attitudes highlighted by the literature review, 
where innovation has been highlighted as a key expectation in terms of 
employability. In addition, as AHRC is keen to point out, this innovation need 
not be primarily in the service of commercial interests, but seems to sit at the 
heart of success in business and industry (and resonances could certainly be 
drawn with the need to innovate in HE, i.e. in identifying original research 
projects or methodologies, which PGRs should certainly be adept at as a 
requirement of their thesis assessment).  

The survey then asked respondents to indicate the most and least important of 
the four ‘domains’ of Vitae’s RDF that clusters skillsets together (Fig. 15). 
Somewhat confusingly, Domain A features among those considered most AND 
least important, and this may reveal something of the arbitrary way that the 
survey asks participants to single out any particular domain as the best or the 
worst when in fact, as many indicate, they are interconnected (indeed, Domain D 
was highlighted in some way as highly important by all respondents). To this 
end, average scores of skills ranked in Fig. 14 suggest that Domain A was the 
least valued overall (3.9/5), with Domain D as the highest (4.3/5). That said, the 
fact that Domain A, ‘knowledge and intellectual abilities’, is among both the 
highest and least regarded in this question suggests again a complex range of 
engagements with HE, as well as the demands placed on PGRs in terms of 
employability, by non-HEIs.  

 51

A, 33%

A, 33%

B, 0%

B, 0%

C, 66%

C, 0%

D, 0%

D, 66%

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

Least

Most

Which of the four RDF domains are the most and least 
important to industry partners?

A B C D

Fig. 15 - A
dapted from

 survey data taken 
via G

oogle Form
s, 15/7/16 - 15/8/16



Domain A was considered to be the least important of the four because the 
communication of the knowledge, rather than the intellectual tools themselves 
to garner it, was seen as more important. This further highlights, in addition to 
Fig. 14, the role of team-working and communication in industry. The reasons 
that the majority of respondents suggested Domain C to be the least effective 
connote this; the skillsets in this domain are perceived to be “detached” from 
the work of organisations, and are “taken as a given” in other cases. What this 
highlights is a need to concentrate training and employability in these key areas 
desired by non-HEI partners, in both research collaboration, and careers. 

On the latter point, an additional skill/trait suggested by respondents that they 
desire from PGRs seeking employment is a prior “familiarity with the practicing 
cultural sector, not just academic knowledge and language.” Engagements 
with partner organisations and developing this familiarity during the PhD, then, 
can be beneficial not only to the research being undertaken in terms of impact, 
but also to the research in terms of career and professional development. 

Industry partners were also asked in the survey what specific skillset can be 
expected from: (a) PGR students (compared to those without a PhD); and (b) 
Arts & Humanities students (compared to those from other disciplines). This was 
asked to ascertain something about the distinct character of Arts & Humanities 
PGRs that can be reflected on and embedded in training, so that students are 
themselves aware of their skillset and what is being potentially pursued by 
different sectors and organisations. Applicants to PhDs, as well as those 
undertaking them, may find this kind of insight interesting and useful.  

Among the responses to this question, the distinct skillet of PGRs seemed to be 
marked by subject specific knowledge, “the ability to seek, find, and interpret 
relevant academic research [and to] present in the context of the practicing 
sector,” maturity that enables relationship building, “self directed 
capabilities,” and “the ability to take responsibility for an initiate novel and 
innovative thinking and solution finding.” Within these profiles, Arts & 
Humanities students in particular are regarded as strong storytellers, having 
interests that generally correspond well to the sort of work that third sector 
organisations do, and also having public engagement experience. 

Interestingly, Arts & Humanities skills by and large tend to resonate strongest 
with communication skills, where one respondent even notes that PGRs in these 
disciplines should be able to communicate complicated ideas in simple ways to 
enhance accessibility. These communication skills are supplemented by what are 
recognised to be skills common to all PGRs, which are characterised by 
individual competency in conducting one’s own research. Thus, there is a 
recognition of independent skills that characterise part of research that are 
clearly desired by industry partners, but there is also a notable call to go beyond 
these and to develop strong communication skills. Not only are these highly 
regarded according to the industry survey results, but Arts & Humanities 
students are moreover expected to have a skillset that facilitates such 
transferability to other sectors beyond HE.  
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Beyond employability, the survey also asked respondents from industry to 
reflect on the value of their partnership with HEIs in the NWCDTP, in order to 
make suggestions on how to develop this further. Collaborations noted in the 
survey include: members of staff with professorships at local universities; 
publications and events (including allowing students to programme events); 
internships; and accredited practice-based learning. Some of the hurdles noted 
to these kinds of collaborative engagements involve constraints in terms of time 
and capacity, and allocation for supervision. That said, the value of partnerships 
with HEIs is clearly valued and is something that industry groups surveyed 
would be keen to expand, with one in particular claiming that co-commissioning 
work is an “underexploited area.” PGRs are seen here as capable of bridging 
the gap in communicating research to a wider public. This connotes and 
corroborates the focus on impact that is encouraged by government, 
policymakers, and strategic groups such as Research Councils. Indeed, one 
respondent highly commended the impact agenda of the Research Councils. 

Other areas for development in terms of partnerships and training provisions for 
employability of PGRs highlighted by the survey include the competitiveness of 
jobs and the over-representation of graduates in the sector. As such, there is 
more of a mandate placed on interest in the organisation and transferable skills. 
Experience is commonly highlighted as more significant than qualifications, 
particularly for more advanced roles. Public engagement and practical 
experience obtained during PhD study is thus recommended to be 
foregrounded. Applicants are expected to have a knowledge of the sector 
including politics, funding, language and relevant trends, and need to be flexible 
to shape their research interests to fit with the needs of the sector. Strong 
communication skills are also emphasised, including the ability to ‘sell’ ideas 
and handle (social) media effectively.  

It is useful to conclude the overview of industry voices with a passage from one 
respondent to the survey, that pithily summarises the landscape of HE 
partnerships: 

Overall the placement programme is essential to develop long term 
links between the cultural economy, creative industries and the 
academic community as an ecosystem and mutually supportive 
environment. A greater engagement with PGR supervisors and 
cultural partners should be considered as another valuable asset 
which is currently underexploited and could be designed to 
contribute more to impact case studies. 

There is recognition of good practice at present across these partnerships, but 
also significant scope to develop it further. Supervisors are identified here as key 
stakeholders in steering the future development of these partnerships, and it is 
to these that the report turns to next. 
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Supervisor Voices 

Supervisors of PGRs are a key part of the PhD experience, as they are often the 
first port of call for students. Supervisors have an active and central role in 
guiding the research, and often, activities that PGRs wish to undertake beyond, 
or in support of, the thesis must be approved by the supervisor or a member of 
the supervisory team. As such, their perceptions of the PhD are immediately 
relevant and may have a more direct impact on training provision, in shaping a 
significant part of PGR experience. 

To this end, a survey similar to that for industry groups was disseminated to 
supervisors of PhD students across the NWCDTP. Questions about Vitae’s RDF 
remained the same as for non-HEI organisations, but follow-up questions were 
adapted to gauge a stronger sense of the role of supervisors in the networked 
landscape of the PhD, and their reflections on specifically the training provision 
and opportunities within it. 

Fig. 16, then, begins as with Fig. 14 in providing a profile of the range of 
attitudes and perceptions to the skills depicted in Vitae’s RDF. While responses 
were notably varied, most skills were valued with a score of 4 or 5 out of 5. 
Languages notably divided opinions, as it received an almost consistent range 
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of valuations from 1 through to 5. This may be reflective of the range of subjects 
in the Arts & Humanities, where some place a more active emphasis on 
languages as part of the curriculum. It may also suggest something about 
supervisors’ own ranking of skills in relative terms, although it is nonetheless 
striking that languages are considered with such a broad range of valuations in 
a global world where research and jobs cross national and linguistic boundaries. 

Other skills were considered with a similar range of valuations, including 
teaching and collegiality. Some supervisors may support teaching but be wary 
of the distraction that it may pose from the thesis and the research, and there 
may be an additional concern about provision of teaching opportunities for 
PGRs. Collegiality is also interesting insofar as research in the Arts & Humanities 
is generally considered to be independent, and this was picked up on by non-
HEI comments about the specific character and skills of Arts & Humanities PGR 
students. Yet at the same time, it is recognised by some respondents here as 
significant and valuable, and this may parallel the trend towards partnerships 
and networking that is emerging and being further encouraged by AHRC and 
other policymakers and key stakeholders.  

In looking at these trends in Fig. 16 more generally, it is roughly the case that 
Domain A is more highly valued (with some exceptions such as languages, as 
discussed above), and this decreases as the radar is traced clockwise, with some 
of the more consistently lower-scoring skills being in Domains C and D. This is 
espoused by averages of scores across the four domains: A is the highest 
(4.3/5), with both C and D scoring an average of 3.4/5 (B scored 4/5). Supervisor 
assessments of the most and least valuable domains captured by the survey are 
concordant with these findings (Fig. 17). Most notably here, financial and 
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resource management scored lower - these may be more suited to ECRs and 
Primary Investigators (PIs) of research projects at later stages of academic 
careers.  

Strikingly, public engagement was also ranked lower, and this directly contrasts 
what industries have highlighted as a key skillset to be developed and sought 
among PGRs, particularly in the Arts & Humanities. What this suggests is a 
tension between HE and non-HE that needs to be addressed. It is, to clarify, not 
the case that any of these attitudes are ‘wrong’, but certainly the case that 
they must be reflected upon in the light of the complex network that is being 
illustrated, in order to optimise training provision and overall PhD experience for 
PGRs and other stakeholders. 

From the survey, Domain A is overwhelmingly ranked the highest by supervisors 
because: the basis of a PhD, even with practical knowledge, “is and must 
remain an original contribution to knowledge based on rigorous scholarship;” 
skills such as critical engagement are foundational to other skills and to 
becoming a ‘top-level researcher’; and other domains are seen as more 
fitting for development during a postdoc or lectureship role; these are 
transferable skills. Then, Domains C and D are considered the least important 
overall because: the skills in these domains “are secondary to excellent 
research and more reflect the agendas of funding bodies;” they may lack 
disciplinary specificity; they may be geared towards particular career trajectories; 
it may be difficult to provide specific training for them other than through 
experience; and they are “the final consideration in terms of priorities when 
done in sequence.” 

Next, supervisors were asked to state how much they agree or disagree with ten 
statements pertaining to their role in the PhD, and how this links to the thesis 
and to other training and activities (Fig. 18). Again, data shows a range of 
profiles, with notable agreements that the supervisor role extends beyond the 
thesis, that the supervisor is the first port of call for students, that 
interdisciplinary work is valuable, and that supervisors are aware of a range of 
services that they are able to refer students to if needs be. What these trends 
may suggest is the profile of a relational researcher in the supervisor role; they 
are aware of different aspects of the thesis, connections beyond their own 
discipline, and areas of expertise university-wide (or beyond). Although they are 
a key part of PGR experience and of the PhD itself, then, supervisors are adept 
at realising connections and putting them in the service of their students. 
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There is scope for development that emerges from these responses, however. 
Supervisors are divided about how embedded skills and training are into the 
PGR programme, as well as their role in providing at least some of that training. 
Here, discussions about revising the training programme and offering training 
to clarify supervisors’ roles may be useful - one conversation could be about 
the merits and consequences of standardising supervisory roles and training 
provision for PGRs. Reflecting on employability as part of these discussions 
would be beneficial; the survey suggests that academics are more likely to 
encourage their students to pursue academic careers than non-academic ones. 
Thus, strategic provision for the latter in accordance with policymaker, 
governmental, and AHRC aims, and drawing on expertise from partnerships 
beyond the HE sector, would be something to explore and develop. 

Supervisors were then asked the same questions as industry respondents about 
the specific skillsets of PGRs, and then those working within the Arts & 
Humanities. In response to the first question, PGR students are considered to be 
skilled at: written work; practical abilities; communication; networking (owing 
largely to social media familiarity compared to students of previous 
generations); time management; intellectual abilities including knowledge 
acquisition and reading academic literature; collaboration (i.e. to organise 
events with innovative outcomes); independent work; self-motivation; and self-
discipline.  

In response to the second question, supervisors surveyed consider Arts & 
Humanities students to perform better at: creative work; “articulating ideas in 
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wider contexts;” written expression; ‘real-world experience’; innovative 
thinking; networking; communication; collaboration; independent work; 
articulation; organisation; synthesising material; and ‘seiz[ing] opportunities’. 
Interestingly, these traits are not uniform: in Fig. 16, for example, innovation was 
considered to be less valuable by at least one respondent, but it has been noted 
here as a valued skill that Arts & Humanities students perform better at. 
Additionally, as Fig. 14 conveys, innovation is uniformly highly valued by 
industries and organisations, and so there is potential here to focus 
development of PGR training, building on attitudes and trends already 
evidenced. 

Finally, supervisors were asked in what areas they considered more skills training 
was needed for Arts & Humanities PGR students. While some noted no need for 
development, other responses suggested: writing skills; engagement with 
outside organisations; time management; data handling; careers outside 
academia; editing; public engagement and knowledge exchange; cultivation of a 
supportive research environment; languages (drawing attention to an 
“increasingly monolingual culture at PGR in UK closing off huge areas of 
possible PGR activity”); presentation skills; and professionalisation. These 
comments are interesting - particularly in terms of public engagement being 
noted, whereas in Fig. 16, it was consistently valued less than other skills. 

What all of this suggests by means of an introductory snapshot is the range of 
demands and expectations placed on PGRs and their skillset, that is vaguely 
defined. Is this a good thing? Does it need to be more succinctly defined or 
specified? How might this be done in such a complex and networked landscape 
of HE and beyond?  

Before exploring these questions in making suggestions for development of 
PGR training across the NWCDTP, there is another key stakeholder to be 
considered: PGRs themselves. They are presented in the next section, followed 
by an attempt to synthesise different stakeholders and attitudes to the PhD as a 
precursor to making suggestions in the next chapter. 

Student Voices 

PGRs from across the NWCDTP were invited to complete the survey, which 
closely resembled the version sent to supervisors in order to enable 
comparisons across datasets (also with the survey sent to non-HE institutions). 
An initial question to PGRs invited respondents to give their reasons for 
originally choosing to study a PhD (Fig. 19). The most common response was an 
interest in the subject, which is concordant with data collected as part of the 
most recent PRES (2015) exercise.  PRES2015 also indicates that 60% of PGRs 66

envisage a career in academia, which is roughly connoted here with 55% of 
respondents declaring it as a motivation for PhD study (Fig. 19).  67

 Gosia Turner, ‘The Research Student Journey’, p. 4.66

 Ibid.67
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While this usefully highlights a point about the meaning and significance of a 
PhD (see Context chapter), it does not accurately provide an insight into what 
changes might take place to PGRs’ career plans over the course of study. In 
order to indicate something of this, a further question was asked of PGRs in the 
survey about present career plans (Fig. 20). The questions represented in Figs. 
19 and 20 allowed respondents to select as many answers as they deemed 
relevant, in order to not unnecessarily restrict insights. As previously stated 
throughout the report, one aspect of PhDs is that they open doors through 
encountering new ideas and people or groups in networks that span both 
research and researcher. As such, PGRs are likely to consider multiple career 
options during the PhD.  

Interestingly, and a trend made more significant given that respondents could 
select potentially an unlimited number of responses to this question, none of 
the respondents were considering a career in business/industry (Fig. 20). This 
does not mean to say that respondents were not considering careers outside of 
academia; as many as 50% of PGRs who took the survey expressed an interest in 
a research career outside of academia, and the next largest group was those 
looking at working with charities and non-governmental organisations (NGOs) 
(40%). The range of employment options being considered by PGRs while 
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studying for the PhD is varied,  but again this exacerbates the lack of interest in 68

business/industry careers. This may reflect something about present provision 
for partnerships and employability in this sector. Alternatively, it may reflect a 
defining characteristic of Arts & Humanities researchers that makes them largely 
more orientated to third sector and NGO careers. In the former case, revisions 
to partnerships and employability may be needed at PhD level so that PGRs are 
exposed to these groups; in the latter case, more strategic partnerships can 
continue to be cultivated as part of the interests and trends in Arts & 
Humanities subjects. These points will be taken up in the next chapter. 

As a follow-up to these questions, PGR respondents were also asked about their 
perceptions of what an academic career entails. Overwhelmingly, teaching and 
research featured among the responses, as well as administrative duties to a 
lesser extent. Only a small percentage of responses explicitly made note of 
activities that might extend beyond HE, including public engagement and 
“wider dissemination of research (via channels other than academic publishing 

 An important side note is needed here: some of the respondents who took the survey had 68

graduated from the PhD (20%), or had submitted their thesis and were awaiting the viva (5%). 
(Other respondents were in the first year of study [45%] or second [30%].) What this means is 
that some of the data captured is not of current PGRs. There was no significant correlation 
between different years of study or stages of the (post-)PhD detected from the results, however, 
and so the final results are seemingly not notably affected. Nonetheless, this is an interesting 
point that further detailed work is recommended to explore about the possibility of a correlation 
between stage of the PhD and career plans. In other words, (how) does a PhD shape and 
reshape career plans? While the data captured by the survey could indicate this, there were no 
statistically significant correlations, and so more expansive work would be needed to investigate 
it further. 
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and teaching).” A number of responses were clear that an academic career is at 
a university, although one notable response stated, “I thought it meant 
working in a uni. Not sure now!” What these trends indicate is that 
employability training for the HE sector as well as beyond it can benefit from 
making PGRs aware of partnerships and connections, as they not only have a 
role in developing the professional skillset of researchers, but also are 
increasingly embedded and represented in profiles of research excellence.  

Next, as with the previous surveys for other stakeholders, PGRs were asked to 
rank and value the skillset presented in Vitae’s RDF (Fig. 21). Responses were 
notably varied, where many skills were scored between 3/5 and 5/5, suggesting 
a high valuation of the skills included in the RDF overall. The widespread range 
of responses were probably to be expected, given that (a) more students took 
the survey than with other stakeholder groups; and (b) there is an equally broad 
range of career, research, and personal motivations that bring students to 
studying a PhD, as well as a range of experiences and narratives that they bring 
with them, and a range of topics and specialist skillsets within the Arts & 
Humanities. In a sense, then, Fig. 21 affirms and validates a sense of the 
openness and breadth of what it means to do a PhD. 

According to the data, the only responses that scored lowest (1/5) are from 
Domains C and D (Fig. 21). The exception to this is that, as before, languages 
divided opinion and scored everything from 1/5 to 5/5, although the spread is 
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perhaps more distributed than it was for supervisors (Fig. 16). What this may 
represent is the range of disciplines within Arts & Humanities, where some 
languages students would have considered them to be more valuable, than 
other PGRs who work perhaps more exclusively in one language. Whether or 
not this is an issue that needs to be addressed - and, more specifically, whether 
there should be provision for it in PGR training and development - is something 
that is open to further discussion. For the purpose of this report, it would seem 
that all three groups are undecided on how significant languages are as a 
valuable skill and so results are largely inconclusive. Provision for language 
learning would supposedly accord well with the emphasis on keeping doors 
open in a complex and interconnected world, but this is an issue that also 
precedes PGR training and would require more extensive exploration.  69

PGRs reported in the survey that Domain A is generally considered to be the 
most important, and Domain C the least (Fig. 22). This is roughly corroborated 
by average scores for valuations of skills across each domain: Domain A 
received an average score of 4.1/5; B was scored 4/5; C 3.5/5; and D 3.6/5. It is 
somewhat surprising that B is considered among the most and least important 
of the domains, but as noted previously, this may have much to do with the 
slightly arbitrary way respondents were asked to rank domains that are in reality 
more interconnected than suggested here. 

 An indicative online survey on this issue reveals that there are concerns about a lack of 69

language provision and appreciation common to students at all levels in UK FE and HE. See, for 
example, Camilla Turner, ‘Dramatic decline in number of university students taking modern 
foreign languages’, http://www.telegraph.co.uk/education/universityeducation/11412441/
Dramatic-decline-in-number-of-university-students-taking-modern-foreign-languages.html 
(14th February 2015) (date accessed: 17/9/16).
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In this case, the reasons respondents provided to qualify their impressions of 
the most and least important domains are more revealing and useful. For those 
who selected Domain A as the most important, it was identified as providing the 
core and foundational skills for researchers, and as providing the basis of an 
academic career (in terms of proficiency in the subject or field). One respondent 
highlighted that Domains A and D together are important, “but D is a lot less 
effective without A, although A is greatly enhanced if D is high.” Other 
responses from those who consider Domain D to be the most important point 
out that it is what is chiefly assessed by the REF. Domain D is seen as 
corresponding to more idealistic understandings of the value of research: 
“academic work is about inspiring new generations and making sure the 
knowledge is shared;” and for another PGR,  

I feel that it is fairly futile to conduct research and not share the 
findings from it; in my mind, one of the key purposes of research is to 
improve human experience. 

Then, for those who selected Domain B as the most important, emphasis is 
placed on ‘personal effectiveness’ relating to personal (and professional) 
development that underpins other domains, and here the value of the PGR 
beyond their research is highlighted.  

On the other hand, those that regard Domain B as the least important comment 
that they do not expect employers or institutions to set it as the highest priority, 
and personal effectiveness is seen as emerging out of successes in the other 
three domains. Interestingly, a number of responses in this category continue to 
highlight the value of Domain B, but see it as ‘obvious’, as “something that 
should be developed anyway,” and as “supported through collaboration.” 
This would help to explain why Domain B was considered among the least 
important of the domains, yet equally among the most important, and received 
the second highest average score of the collective skill valuations (4/5).  

Domain C is identified as the least important of the four domains because: it is 
seen as less relevant to the student’s area/field; it is more applicable to those 
later in their career than PGRs (ECRs, for example); there is a perception that 
publication is valued most highly in the current HE climate; and examples of 
contrary practice were cited, i.e. academics who “were extremely disorganised, 
but were still good teachers and respected specialists in their field.” Finally, 
Domain D was considered as the least important because the solitary nature of 
Humanities research was noted, and so team-working skills were perceived as 
less valued “to complete the job.” This view in particular, as well as others, 
challenges policymaker visions for HE and for emphasising impact in the form of 
partnerships and enhanced employability training. To be sure, it is not that PGR 
voices such as these should be discredited, but rather that the range of 
stakeholder inputs need to be brought together in order to optimise the PhD to 
meet a range of sector-wide and society-wide needs and demands. 

“
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Of the training demands suggested by PGRs in response to the survey, it was 
noted that: personal effectiveness can appear to be undervalued; training and 
skills are centred around action and listening skills should be developed; 
‘resilience’ should be reflected on as well as ‘perseverance’; and there is 
scope to increase support for developing new areas of research. These 
observations correspond to researcher skills but also coincide well with the 
value given to transferable skills as a key element of employability training 
provision. These skills are concerned with professional and not only research 
development, and there is evidence of their value among a range of 
stakeholders (although Domain B was not identified as the most important by 
industry organisations surveyed, for example, it scored highly in their averages 
of scores given to skills across the sectors [scoring 4/5]).  

In garnering an reflective response to the overall value of Vitae’s RDF, which 
has been used as a foundation for this research given its widespread 
implementation in HEIs, and its well-evidenced use across the NWCDTP in 
responses to the Concordat and PGR training, an additional question was then 
asked of PGRs about how much they have used the tool in their research or 
researcher development. Overwhelmingly, responses demonstrated that 
students have never or only vaguely used it. Some have highlighted that they 
feel competent in their own reflective skills to not need to refer to it, others say 
that it merely summarises what supervisors and departments advise. One 
respondent referred to its use only for the first year of the PhD as a means to 
gauge and reflect on skillsets and scope for development. Another mature part-
time student who already has a lecturing post commented that their motivation 
for study is simply an interest in the subject and not career-driven, thus the 
framework is an additional chore. Those that do make use of the RDF use it to 
reflect on and reinforce goals, and one respondent claimed, “it’s made me 
think that an academic career is less about [Domains] A and D than I [originally] 
thought.” All of these views suggest that the RDF needs to be better or more 
strategically embedded into the PhD training programme to accommodate for 
the range of things that people bring to and seek from the PhD. The RDF has 
the potential to be a particularly useful tool, but needs to be handled more 
conscientiously in order to optimise its value and significance for PGRs. 

The next set of questions that PGRs were asked directly paralleled the set of ten 
statements given to supervisors (Fig. 18), in order to compare insights into key 
elements of the PhD. These results from PGRs are presented in Fig. 23. What 
emerges from this dataset is another wide range of responses to the questions, 
which suggests something of the complexity and idiosyncrasy of student-
supervisor relationships. The question that these pose is how much that 
idiosyncrasy is to be celebrated, and how much of it is to be standardised in 
order to promote something concrete about what a PhD entails and what routes 
in terms of research, personal and professional development, and careers that it 
might lead to.  

The most overwhelming trend depicted in Fig. 23 is that many PGRs have 
emphatically never made use of the careers services at their HEI. This is 
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seemingly complemented by trends that suggest the supervisor is the 
student’s first port of call, and this may even reduce the perceived need to 
consult other areas for advice. (Indeed, supervisors’ duties according to PGRs 
clearly extend beyond that of the thesis.) This is particularly the case given that 
students are overall statistically more likely to have been encouraged as PGRs to 
explore academic rather than non-academic careers. Supervisors may seem a 
more obvious and immediate source of advice on academic careers, although 
this should not negate the value of careers services overall. 

Generally, Fig. 23 reveals that the training provision, particularly in terms of how 
embedded it is in the PhD programme, is regarded by PGRs as widely varied, 
insofar as this prompt scored fairly consistently across the range of responses. 
Equally, students voiced a range of attitudes about how supported they feel by 
a robust training programme, and so there are clear opportunities here for 
development. One such avenue for this is additionally hinted by Fig. 23: 
students by and large were strongly in favour of more opportunities for 
interdisciplinary collaborations and networking. These could take place within 
HEIs, or may also benefit from the wider networking opportunities presented by 
the NWCDTP, and this will be taken up and explored further in the next chapter. 

The last set of questions invited PGRs to comment on the unique skillset of 
PGRs as a group, and then more specifically those within Arts & Humanities 
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subjects. These questions directly paralleled those of surveys sent to supervisors 
and industry partners, in order to allow for comparative analysis. Of the first 
question, PGRs are seen as better at: research; problem solving; detailed 
analysis; independence; subject knowledge; communication; organisation; 
originality; motivation; networking; time-management; critical thinking; 
teaching; and listening. Then, Arts & Humanities students specifically are seen as 
better at: creativity; collaboration; thinking outside the box; team work; public 
speaking; “mediating between people of different cultural backgrounds;” 
critical thinking; abstract thinking; self-critique and improvement; and 
interdisciplinary practice. Of these, creativity was more frequently suggested, 
which alludes to a specific character of Arts & Humanities PGRs that training can 
capitalise and build upon. 

On the point about training, PGRs were asked to reflect on areas where 
additional training provision might be needed. These include: posters; teaching; 
publishing; time management; methodology; presenting; collaborations with 
non-academic institutions (also outside of the UK); career-focused training and 
career management; planning academic events; public engagement; fieldwork; 
“having the cutting edge in an increasingly STEM and business orientated 
British higher education [system];” and financial planning.  

While some of these represent opportunities to develop the training catalogue 
alongside inputs from other stakeholder groups, some of the suggestions from 
PGRs include things that training courses from HEIs already cover (according to 
information online and from RDOs). Therefore, there is an equal issue of 
accessibility and promotion of training courses alongside that of reflecting on 
what courses to provide for PGRs, and how to deliver them.  

Supplementary comments from PGR respondents highlight that training might 
have a tendency to focus on ‘knowledge’ classes rather than ‘skill’ 
workshops, where there needs to be an emphasis on practical experience rather 
than theory-based instruction. Training on writing funding applications is also 
highlighted as something sought by PGRs exploring an academic career. 
Another key comment draws attention to the value of support networks in 
terms of networking skillsets, but also cultivating a sense of ‘belonging’ to 
departments and taking something of the solitary nature of research away, 
allowing PGRs to feel equipped on a personal level to tackle the inevitable 
stresses throughout the thesis writing process. 

Overall, PGRs seem to be aware of certain strengths of their PhD experience, 
whilst also adept at identifying scope for improving and developing it. These 
suggestions, however, are nuanced and wide-ranging, and this parallels 
something of the range of motivations for studying a PhD and the range of 
profiles that individual researchers bring to HEIs with their projects. What this 
ultimately demonstrates and reiterates is the complexity and range of meanings 
that a PhD has to not only different stakeholder groups, but also different 
individuals within those groups. In bringing these viewpoints together and 
reflecting on training provided during the PhD, the question of what a PhD 
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means and to whom it is (intended to be) valuable is raised yet again. Should 
the PhD be restricted and focused, or should it be maintained as open and as 
offering a range of opportunities? If the latter, which opportunities are the most 
strategic to pursue in order to be most advantageous to PGRs and other 
stakeholders? In considering these questions, the next section begins to draw 
together insights taken from the various groups in the research for this chapter. 

Conclusions: Synthesising Different Stakeholders? 

In this chapter, a range of findings have been presented, divided across the 
different key stakeholder groups that were previously identified as significant 
for shaping the meaning and value of a PhD. The challenge is now to reflect on 
how to balance the viewpoints of these different stakeholders, in order to 
maximise the impact of the PhD, on individuals, HEIs, partner organisations, the 
national economy and culture, and also internationally. 

One way to explore the different attitudes, perceptions and vested interests that 
has been referred to throughout this report is the notion of ‘flexibility’. 
According to Ronald Barnett, who summarises extensive work done by the HEA 
into this notion in terms of ‘flexible pedagogies’: 

Flexibility has its place amid a complex web of relationships and 
interests - across providers, students and stakeholders (including 
taxpayers). Accordingly, in introducing greater flexibility into the 
system - at any level, in any direction - work needs to be put in hand 
to examine likely implications for the legitimate interests of the 
manifold interest groups of a particular proposal and their inter-
relationships. 

To this end, a network-centred approach has been alluded to in this report. This 
does not necessarily prioritise any one stakeholder, but considers a range of 
concerns alongside one another.  

To be sure, a schematic of this network, Fig. 9, placed the PGR student as central 
in accordance with governmental reforms to HE that highlight the role of 
students through their empowerment to make decisions as part of a laissez-
faire market logic. However, the network surrounding the student is 
demonstrated as being of equal importance in that it forms the active and 
dynamic context in which the student makes their decisions and forms their 
opinions. For example, student voices represented in Figs. 21 and 23 about how 
effective their current training provision is are strongly influenced by other 
groups that shape the context against which such evaluations are made. The 
interests that PGRs have are shaped by their own experiences, ambitions, and 
narratives, but these are inseparable and indeed only made meaningful by other 
narratives from other groups that co-shape the system as a complex network. In 
this sense, voices from all stakeholder groups need to be considered in tandem 
in order to ascertain the landscape of HE and the wider context that it is part of, 
and to develop training for PGRs accordingly. 

“
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Fig. 24 presents the average responses from the three surveyed groups (industry 
organisations; supervisors; PGRs) about how valuable the various skills in 
Vitae’s RDF are considered to be. While there are certainly notable limits to 
the statistical accuracy and validity of using averages, and indeed each group 
voiced a frequently wide range of valuations for each skill, for the purpose of 
ease of comparison and garnering indicative trends, the averages are cited here.  

Trends among the three stakeholder groups are mostly concordant with one 
another, which suggests that there is a good universality to many of the skills 
illustrated by the RDF. The most notable difference is that industries value 
overall more highly Domains C and D than do supervisors and PGRs. Team 
working and collaboration, influence and leadership, equality and diversity, 
collegiality, enterprise, and public engagement are the most accentuated of 
these disparities.  

There is suggestion particularly from AHRC that public engagement should form 
a key part of research, particularly insofar as its expenditure on supporting 
students is publicly funded, and so there is an element of ‘giving back’ to the 
public through its researchers communicating accessible research. A number of 
PGRs and industry groups identify cultural and public engagement as a defining 
character of specifically Arts & Humanities research, and so this needs to be 
deeply reflected upon when considering PGR training and development. 
Supervisors note this to a perhaps lesser extent, though many have commented 

 68

0.00

0.50

1.00

1.50

2.00

2.50

3.00

3.50

4.00

4.50

5.00

Subject knowledge (A1)
Information seeking (A1)

Languages (A1)

Academic literacy and numeracy (A1)

Analysing, Synthesising, Critical thinking (A2)

Evaluating (A2)

Problem solving (A2)

Innovation (A3)

Argument construction (A3)

Intellectual risk (A3)

Enthusiasm (B1)

Perseverance (B1)

Integrity (B1)

Self-confidence (B1)

Self-reflection (B1)

Responsibility (B1)

Preparation, Prioritisation (B2)
Commitment to research (B2)

Responsiveness to change (B2)Time management (B2)
Career management, Continuing professional 

development (B3)

Responsiveness to opportunities (B3)

Networking (B3)

Reputation and esteem (B3)

Ethics, principles, sustainability (C1)

Strategising, Risk management (C2)

Project planning and delivery (C2)

Financial management (C3)

Resource management, Infrastructure (C3)

Collegiality (D1)

Equality and diversity (D1)

Influence and leadership (D1)

Team working, Collaboration (D1)

Publication (D2)

Teaching (D3)

Enterprise (D3)
Public engagement (D3)

Comparison of different stakeholder groups' ranking (averages) of the value of Vitae's RDF skillset

PGRs Supervisors Industry Organisations

Fig. 24 - A
dapted from

 survey data taken 
via G

oogle Form
s, 15/7/16 - 15/8/16



that there is an element of public engagement work in the form of 
communication and collaboration, real-world experience, and articulating ideas 
in wider contexts that Arts & Humanities students are (expected to be) adept at. 

The next question that emerges from Fig. 24 is not only what skills are valued by 
the different stakeholder groups, but what the current provision for them is as 
part of the training and development programmes embedded in the PhD. 
According to the comparative dataset in Fig. 25 (where some slight variations of 
statements given to supervisors and students have been accounted for), both 
PGRs and their supervisors suggest that skills and training could be more 
embedded in the PhD programme, although PGRs note this more so. Students 
seek more training and skills development, and supervisors suggest that this at 
least partly falls under their remit (which both groups agree goes beyond the 
thesis). While this does not make any immediately conclusive statements about 
what skills need more provision as part of the PhD, they highlight a basic 
demand for additional and potentially more embedded training.  

One of the comments that was suggested by all stakeholder groups was the 
value of networking, and Fig. 25 shows that both PGRs and supervisors concur 
that more opportunities for interdisciplinary work and forming networks are 
needed. These could inform part of the revised training provision provided by 
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Interdisciplinary work is valuable and 
important.

I would like more opportunities for 
interdisciplinary collaborations and 

networking.

Comparison of supervisors' and PGRs' attitudes (averages) to aspects of the PhD
(1 = strongly disagree; 5 = strongly agree)

PGR Supervisor

Fig. 25 - A
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HEIs, with a view to employability, taking into account demands from 
stakeholders beyond HE. The NWCDTP would provide a strong resource for 
meeting this demand for networks, additionally making use of strategic industry 
partnerships and even expanding the number of these to meet student demand 
and to promote the benefits of HE collaboration to more organisations in the 
non-HE sector. AHRC reports suggest, for example, that partnerships between 
HE and other organisations are most likely when there is perceived to be mutual 
benefit in terms of organisation and research.  The findings in this study 70

corroborate this, with non-HE groups speaking highly of work with PGRs, whilst 
also making demands on the skillset of researchers. These demands, in turn, 
however, are useful in terms of transferable skills and experience, and so the 
benefits are additionally to researchers themselves in terms of their experience 
and employability, and that is what this report intends to call attention to. 

On a related point, there seems to be slightly more provision for and 
encouragement of academic than non-academic careers as part of the PhD; this 
may relate to the low numbers of PGRs that have used the career service at their 
HEI, which would be able to advise on such employment and professional career 
options. There would be potential therefore to make more use of the careers 
services across HEIs as part of PGR training for employability, and indeed this 
may serve as a strategic hub for overseeing some of the partnerships and 
training to this end. (More will be considered of this in the next chapter.) 

What emerges from a general comparison of different stakeholders, particularly 
those approached by the survey, is that the average trends of different 
stakeholder groups are overall concordant. This bodes well for proposing a 
development of training provision for transferable skills at PhD level in 
accordance with policymaker and governmental aims, given that interests across 
groups are already generally aligned. The Vitae RDF tool was overall considered 
by all groups to be comprehensive, and there was little suggestion of additional 
skills not covered by it. The only potential exception to that might be how PGRs 
were averse to using the language of ‘innovation’ featured in the RDF, but 
were confident about characterising Arts & Humanities researchers as being 
notably ‘creative’. Both may have overlapping meaning, but creativity may 
be more appropriate for a non-commercial sector that it is clear PGRs as well as 
supervisors and other HEI staff in these subjects are strategically considering. 

 Indeed, it is noted that Arts & Humanities academics overall may be least likely to engage in 70

external partnerships than those from other disciplines, citing the opinion that Arts & 
Humanities research is of less relevance for external organisations, but also that the value of 
such connections is not directly relevant to research or teaching, and thus they are not pursued. 
That said, the same report also notes that Arts & Humanities academics are more likely to be 
involved in outreach than other disciplinary groups, and their research is more likely to be of 
relevance for non-commercial external organisations, so there is nonetheless scope for 
beneficial collaborations (Alan Hughes, Michael Kitson, and Jocelyn Probert, ‘Hidden 
Connections’, pp. 2-3, 55). On the point about teaching and research, what this report seeks to 
argue is that the benefits of non-HE partnerships (as well as those across the sector, i.e. 
NWCDTP) for researcher development may justify them, leading to additional multiplier effects 
for teaching and research in the impact-oriented goals of the sector and wider societal context.
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Overview 

Survey data collected for this report demonstrates that there are a lot of aspects 
of PGR training across the NWCDTP as part of the PhD that work well. 
Supervisor-student relationships, for example, are generally fruitful and both 
groups seem to know what is expected of one another. That said, there is scope 
to develop training provision: PGRs, for example, have strongly voiced a need 
for more interdisciplinary and collaborative networking opportunities.  

Furthermore, in accordance with governmental and policymaker visions for HE 
as part of the national economy and public agenda, there are calls for 
increasingly developed links with businesses, industries, and other non-HE 
organisations. The AHRC has identified that students and researchers working in 
the Arts & Humanities subjects tend to strategically favour working with third 
sector and public-facing organisations given the nature of work undertaken and 
key skillsets cultivated by these disciplines. By inviting stakeholders from these 
groups to reflect on PGR employability and skills, a way to develop the PGR 
training provision in a potentially more fruitful and expansive way can be 
ascertained.  

In this chapter, suggestions are sketched out that are based on the findings 
presented in the previous chapter, and taking into account the context 
illustrated towards the start of the report. These suggestions are both informed 
and limited to the scope of the report, and so more work would be advised to 
put into practice or reflect on any given proposal. Where the suggestions have 
the most use is in their strategic focus across the NWCDTP, bringing together a 
range of stakeholders in response to, but also with a view to developing, the 
landscape of HE, and PGR training in particular. 

At the centre of the proposals is a training portfolio, which aims to highlight the 
key role that training plays throughout the PhD in a synthesised and 
fundamentally reflective way. This is presented first, and then additional 
suggestions that build upon and may integrate with this are presented and 
explored. By way of conclusion of this chapter, a reflection is given on how 
different stakeholder groups are influential upon, and may benefit from, such 
training provisions. 

The Training Portfolio 

Throughout the PhD, much attention is given to the thesis. This is because it is 
formally examined by means of the viva voce, and it is the extended piece of 
research that draws many to studying for a PhD, which is demonstrated by the 
proportion of PGRs that cite interest in the subject as their main motivation. 
However, this approach will tend to prioritise the research over the researcher. 
While the thesis is undoubtedly important, and respect must be given to the 
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motivations that encourage applicants to study a PhD, the PhD itself must also 
do more to develop the researchers in terms of employability. This is something 
that is recognised by both government and by HEA as representative of 
policymaker reports, and their views on this matter are cited below: 

HEIs need to be more pro-active in providing postgraduates with the 
opportunity to develop the core competencies they need to succeed 
in a competitive job market. This should include opportunities for 
postgraduates to undertake relevant work experience placements 
and internships in business, public services and the third sector. [...] 
Going forward, HEIs should ensure that transferable skills training is 
embedded as standard in the funding and design of all postgraduate 
research programmes.  71

Very few HE providers incorporate a life-wide approach into their 
conceptualisation of the employability agenda but there are 
opportunities for recognising the learning from the paid and unpaid 
work experiences of many students. Such extra-curricular activities 
are more student-led (part-time work for example) but also include 
non-academic pursuits including volunteering, community or 
enterprise activities outside university life that benefit learner 
development and may be highly valued by employers.  72

These stakeholder groups seek more active collaboration with non-HE partners. 
This supplements the link presented earlier in the report in terms of research 
with impact that disseminates beyond HE, and focuses on how such 
collaborations can be put in the service of researcher development and 
employability. In element, they work on the principle of transferable skills and 
overcoming the alleged gulf between academia and non-academia. 

It is not only government bodies and other influential policymaker groups that 
espouse such proposals: across the NWCDTP, RDOs and PGRs interviewed and 
surveyed for this report have referred to a need to embed training into the PGR 
programme generally more fully (Fig. 23), and to enhance employability 
provision within that (according to one RDO at a HEI in the NWCDTP, for 
example, employability training and provision is a key focus for upcoming 
developments of the PGR training programme). How might that take shape or 
be guaranteed?  

Picking up on these trends and attitudes, this report advocates the development 
of a formalised training portfolio. By this is meant a tool that will help PGRs to 
reflect on and develop their training, with a specific view to careers and 
employability, but that does not disregard the original attractions and 
motivations of PhD study such as general interest in the subject. That interest, 
for example, is in itself non-career specific, and so training can be delivered in a 

 ‘One Step Beyond’, pp. 43, 44.71

 Jane Kettle, ‘Employer Engagement & Work-Based Learning’, p. 22.72
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manner that capitalises on this. It has been highlighted particularly in the 
context chapter of this report that PhDs are linked to careers in academia. A 
training portfolio that draws on interests from key stakeholders need not 
disregard this, but can expand the relevance of training to include provision for 
careers outside of HE by highlighting transferable skills, which is something that 
industry groups in the survey (see ‘Industry Voices’, previous chapter) and in 
the wider literature have called for.  73

The training portfolio suggested here is proposed with the following traits. 
Namely, it should be: (a) compulsory, or even assessed; (b) interactive; (c) 
structured, yet flexible; and (d) networked. For the remainder of this section, 
each of these points is expanded on in sketching out what a training portfolio, 
connected with the broader notion of the ‘relational researcher’ advocated 
at the centre of this report, might look like and why it is useful or desirable. 

Firstly, the training portfolio is recommended to be (a) compulsory because this 
places an equal emphasis on the training part of the PhD, as well as that on the 
thesis. A number of HEIs in the NWCDTP already feature compulsory and even 
credited training programmes, and RDOs have reported strong successes from 
this model. Furthermore, among these HEIs, there is a significant tendency to 
adopt a core-and-periphery model to their training provision. In other words, 
there is a central foundation for training, and PGRs then are able to elect their 
own additional training courses from a larger catalogue that is more tailored to 
their individual needs. 

Identification of these needs, therefore, must be a fundamental element of a 
revised training provision. This is where the second caveat is introduced in that 
training must be (b) interactive. In one sense, this means that training sessions 
need to be participatory and not just take the form of lectures, which is 
something that emerged from some of the responses from both PGRs and 
supervisors from the surveys. As one PGR commented,  

[M]any training events [...] tend towards ‘knowledge’ classes e.g. 
about journal publishing or about cultural engagement, rather than 
about ‘skill’ workshops e.g. writing or time-management etc. Feel 
that the important ‘skills’ (inc. professional conduct) have to be 
acquired through practical experience, rather than taught in a class. 

Responses from industry groups and partners then corroborate these views, 
noting that in terms of employability, the market is very competitive for securing 
jobs. In order to stand out, PGRs need to develop deeper knowledge of the 
sector on the one hand, but also transferable skills, and, as one industry 
respondent noted, “for more advanced roles, experience is generally more 
important than having a qualification.” 

 ‘Talent Fishing’, p. 11. 73
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Interaction is thus a key element to training, but there are notable hurdles to be 
faced here, particularly when exploring collaborations with non-HE partners. Of 
the responses among industry organisations to the question about reflections 
on HEI collaborations, time and capacity were highlighted as notable barriers to 
involving more students in non-HE work. This is likely to always be a problem 
for certain types of placements, and competitive applications for these 
opportunities are likely to be continuing practice. Engagement with more 
industry groups, though, can increase the number of placements available, and 
so work should be done by HEIs to demonstrate the merits of such 
collaborations in order to encourage more groups to participate in them. 
Similarly, more work could be done to encourage PGRs to apply for such 
positions, by highlighting transferable skills and the relevance of these 
opportunities for careers both in and outside of HE.  

This may require forums for the dissemination and discussion of the merits of 
these kinds of collaborative practices and opportunities. Forums for both PGRs 
and industry groups are needed, and these will also themselves contribute to 
the cultivation of an interactive space where boundaries, such as that between 
academia and non-academia, can be challenged and overcome. A degree of 
openness is needed in order to make these conversations constructive, but 
there is already a strong record of good practice that is of merit to all key 
stakeholders that can support proposals for future collaborations. 

Interactivity with industry partners as part of a training portfolio, it should be 
noted, does not need to take solely the form of work placements. Outside of the 
NWCDTP, for example, a scheme that is aimed at undergraduates but that is 
nonetheless a good example of collaboration between HEIs and non-HE 
partners, is The Birmingham Project. Aimed at first year students, the project is 
an opportunity to interact with other students across many disciplines and with 
industry partners to respond to a brief and produce an educational online 
resource.  Among the external organisations involved are: KPMG, Jaguar Land 74

Rover, PwC, Deutsche Bank, and IBM. It is specifically designed with a focus on 
employability, which is highlighted on the website: “The skills and experience 
students will gain throughout the project will aid them in their studies and will 
also look fantastic on a job application and CV!”  

Clearly, the employability profile and tailoring of training to undergraduates 
may be different to that of postgraduates, specifically PGRs,  but it is 75

nonetheless useful to note such an example of collaboration. Rather than calling 
for implementation of this kind of practice across the NWCDTP, then, The 
Birmingham Project is cited here to demonstrate another way of engaging with 
industry groups and circumventing the issue of time and capacity, whilst also 

 ‘The Birmingham Project’, https://thebirminghamproject.wordpress.com (date accessed: 74

23/8/16).

 This is a significant point that returns to the question of the specific character of the PhD, 75

particularly considered and possibly distinguished against the Masters or other PGT 
qualifications. These explorations are detailed in the Context chapter of this report. 
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maintaining a practical focus for students, which is clearly valued from 
responses to the survey about training provision.  

Another way that the training portfolio itself must be (b) interactive is in 
enabling PGRs, who are perhaps the most independent of all levels of students, 
to realise their independence in reflecting on their individual training needs. 
According to survey responses, this is already done relatively successfully across 
the NWCDTP, but can be developed. For example, Vitae’s RDF is heavily cited 
by HEIs in their policy documents such as responses to the Concordat and 
action plans for training, but it is inconsistently or not fully communicated to 
PGRs. This disparity highlights scope for development, and what this report 
proposes to that end is a more rigorous application of the RDF, in order to 
maximise its use and benefits for PGRs.  

One suggestion is to frame a training portfolio around the RDF, similarly to how 
it was used as a basis for the surveys. The merit of this is that no other skills 
were suggested by any of the groups surveyed that were not covered by the 
RDF, asides listening (PGR), practice-based research (supervisor), and familiarity 
with the practicing cultural sector (industry). Many of these may be already 
present in the RDF in some way, for example as dispersed across many skills and 
skillsets. Alternatively, there may be scope to incorporate these into a revised 
RDF, or at least into one that is used as the basis of training provision, where 
such provision accommodates for employability, across the NWCDTP. Many 
responses to the survey were keen to note that some domains or skills of the 
RDF were undervalued, and greater attention to its incorporation in PGR training 
to inform provision of courses would be able to respond to this. Furthermore, 
embedding an interactive RDF into PGR training would allow PGRs to identify 
and respond to their own training needs. 

Provision of training, mapped along the RDF, and integrated with an interactive 
tool allowing PGRs to reflect on and enact upon their own training needs, would 
result in a fully embedded and responsive training system. The student would 
be seen as central, but not as a mere consumer of training provision, which is 
perhaps a risk with some governmental policy that promotes the role of the 
student-as-consumer in a broadly laissez-faire HE marketplace. Instead, in the 
approach advocated here, the network-centred approach to training distributes 
demands and responsibilities across all key stakeholders, and this includes PGRs 
which better accords with Principle 5 of the Concordat than students-as-
consumers does. 

What is important to emphasise in this model of interactivity, where PGRs are 
able to select their own training courses, is provision in the overall system for 
PGRs to make informed and reflective choices as part of identifying their 
training needs. This can only successfully be done with a platform upon which 
to make such reflections, and Vitae’s RDF may be useful here. The RDF could 
be implemented as a digital tool that serves as the hub of different training 
provision across the HEI and NWCDTP, as well as highlighting links to non-HE 
organisations. By co-ordinating training events alongside this framework, PGRs 
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could chart their development as researchers but also as professionals, with a 
stronger emphasis on transferable skills than may be promoted in present 
training provision. Radar chart-style visuals, with scope for journal-like entries 
for further qualitative elaboration on training progress could help PGRs to chart 
their present development, and track areas for further expansion of skills and 
experience. This will clearly require some work in terms of development and 
implementation, and it is posed here as an initial suggestion in response to 
research and surveys conducted for this report.  

Using the RDF as a centralised hub for training that accompanies the thesis as 
mutually informative aspects of research and researcher development provides 
(c) a structured approach to the training portfolio. Significantly, as detailed 
above, this approach is also flexible - but that flexibility is also dispersed 
throughout the network, placing demands and responsibilities on all key 
stakeholders. For Ronald Barnett, in his detailed analysis of flexibility in 
pedagogical contexts: 

It follows that, in a situation of pedagogical flexibility, the matter of 
student support - its extensiveness, its character, its timeliness, its 
scope, its location, its quality - becomes crucial (and warrants 
investigation). It is paradoxical that moves towards more flexible 
provision are sometimes accompanied by less student support when 
such moves cry out for more student support (and at a time when the 
matter of student support [...] has become a matter of national 
importance.   76

This corroborates the need for a rigorous approach to training, but notably one 
where responsibility is shared among all key stakeholders. Inviting industries 
into the training provision and portfolio, by recording engagement activities 
and enabling PGRs to reflect on them, means that they become part of this 
flexible system.  

Within that system, though, the role of PGRs needs to be maintained and 
emphasised. As Ronald Barnett continues: 

We may be now heading towards a new era of auto-didacticism, in 
which students become much more responsible for their own 
learning and in which students are becoming embryonic researchers 
in their own right.  77

By realising the transferable skills that underpin such research, as well as 
realising that the researcher role is non-sector specific (and so extends beyond 
HE), a broad and flexible approach to employability can be ascertained. Yet 
equally, that approach remains focused on a core skillset and set of activities 
that accompany research in an impact-driven environment, all of which are 
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indicated by the RDF. Thus, the RDF provides an adequate and appropriate 
balance between structure and flexibility that does not determine or constrain 
PGRs’ research and career pathways, but remains open to the range of 
narratives that are brought to and emerge from the PhD overall.  

Building on this, in order to help PGRs to determine their training needs, and to 
navigate training opportunities and provision, guidance to aid interaction with 
the RDF would be useful. Essentially, assistance to steer reflections, which are an 
important part of the auto-didactic approach to flexibility referred to by Barnett, 
is needed as a key part of the training portfolio. This can take many forms, 
including discussion with supervisors, which is already seemingly an established 
practice, as suggested by the surveys (Fig. 25). There is scope, though, to seek 
additional reflective partners, such as an allocated training co-ordinator, or 
perhaps more effectively, a member of the HEI’s careers service. This would 
increase the PGR’s awareness and use of their network, as well as introduce 
specialist advice that PGRs could use to more actively reflect on their training 
needs. Although the careers service already exists, embedding it as a 
fundamental part of the training portfolio in order to spotlight the role of 
employability would concord well with governmental aims and policies. 

By now, it should be clear that the training portfolio proposed here is intimately 
connected to, and indeed is established upon (d) a networked approach. This is 
designed in the service of researcher development alongside research 
development, where mutually reinforcing connections between the two are 
highlighted. Ultimately, this represents a relational approach to research(ers), 
and it manifests as connections at multiple levels. One level is within HEIs, where 
connections are drawn with the careers service, as suggested above. Further 
networked approaches to training at this level could draw on existing practices 
from across the NWCDTP, where HEIs use training resources from other areas of 
expertise university-wide, including library services, different departments, and 
even different researchers offering theory-based training. Few HEIs have 
reported active or embedded links with the careers service, though, and this is 
something that would be fully integrated in a revised training portfolio. 

Although many HEIs across the NWCDTP at present already demonstrate a 
networked approach to training, with courses and services offered from 
different parts of the university, a number of people consulted as part of this 
research, including a careers officer, library skills and training assistant, and 
various RDOs, have voiced concern about the advertising of training sessions. 
They note that students are not necessarily aware of the training provision that 
is available to them, and so alongside the focus on training provision, there 
needs to be a concomitant focus on distribution and accessibility of that 
training. An interactive training portfolio tool such as the RDF could be 
accompanied by an online catalogue of events that correspond to its domains 
and skillsets. This again is a characteristic of a networked approach to training 
advocated here: there must be some kind of central hub that other networked 
parts can relate to. To reiterate, though, all parts of the network are of equal 
importance: it is for sake of convenience and accessibility that there is a central 
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hub, which here mirrors the role of the PGR student in the network schematic 
depicted in Fig. 9, that brings the various parts together. 

Networks can, and should, extend beyond HEIs as part of the training portfolio, 
as well. Respondents to the surveys have strongly advocated more 
opportunities for networking and interdisciplinary events, and these should be 
considered as a key part of training provision across the NWCDTP. Regular 
training events should be scheduled and students should be encouraged to 
attend at least one (or more where possible) throughout the course of their 
PhD. Ideally, annual events could be tailored to different stages of the PhD to 
allow PGRs to share experiences as a form of peer support, as well as to receive 
practical training and experience to develop their skillsets. This was something 
that emerged in the feedback from the ECR residential held at Chancellor’s 
Hotel in Fallowfield, Manchester, 26-27th June 2016.  

The scope for peer support needs to be structured, however, in order to make 
the best use of PGRs’ limited time, which is something else that emerged from 
PGR responses to the survey. Ultimately, part of this may require a greater 
emphasis placed on the value of networking specifically, and training more 
generally, throughout the PhD. This may come in the form of theory-driven 
sessions, but PGRs have voiced a desire for more practical focus in training. 
Networking has been commended by many as an embedded and peripheral 
part of other training sessions, where participants can meet and interact with 
new researchers in their field and in others - and this is why NWCDTP-wide 
training events can certainly capitalise on these advantages to expanding 
PGRs’ networks. Yet more active and foregrounded emphasis on networking 
may be needed as a crucial part of the training portfolio, and as part of realising 
relational researchers. One suggestion that has recently received considerable 
attention is mentoring and coaching, and this is considered in the next section. 

Mentoring & Coaching 

Self-reflection has already been suggested as an integral part of the proposed 
training proposal in the previous section, in that it allows PGRs to identify their 
own training needs and to enact upon them. This is emphatically not an isolated 
process, however, and is to be fully realised in a relational sense within a 
network. For example, discussions with an adviser from the careers service can 
provide PGRs with tailored advice that can in turn help PGRs to make more 
informed decisions about their careers and associated training needs and 
transferable skills. At present, the only sustained evidence of this kind of 
discursive provision available to PGRs is supervisory. As Figs. 24 and 25 suggest, 
this has many merits, but things like non-academic careers and transferable 
skills are not fully embedded or consistently realised in these conversations, and 
so supplementary or complimentary provision would be beneficial. 

These kinds of conversations, that are already central to the PhD and are being 
commended and expanded here in accordance with a more networked and 
relational approach to researcher development, are examples of mentoring. 
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What, then, is mentoring? It involves what is often a one-to-one consultation 
with an expert or someone with experience in a certain field or area, and is 
about tailoring advice to the person being mentored. This is represented by 
supervisor relationships, and is expanded with proposals for embedded the 
careers service into PGR training in the form of mentoring.  

Mentoring is recognised as an opportune way to respond to individual 
experiences and motivations without trying to homogenise them, as may be the 
outcome of hosting exclusively larger training sessions. It is difficult to make 
these sessions responsive to the range of learners’ needs effectively, and 
advice may be diluted to accommodate for the range of individual interests and 
intended outcomes. From the survey, PGRs clearly seek more tailored and 
specific advice. While this is improbable to implement in training sessions, 
mentoring provides an opportunity to engage with and respond to PGR 
experiences in a meaningful and impactful way.  

As noted early on in the report, the PhD has a range of meanings and PGRs 
bring a range of experiences and motivations to it. Rather than focusing on 
standardising these, greater efforts should be made to cultivate them effectively. 
Provisions for mentoring relationships beyond that of the supervisor moreover 
support a network-centred approach to researcher development because PGRs 
can be placed at the forefront of their own pedagogical experience, but they are 
engaging with a wider range of experienced voices to help them to reflect and 
enact upon their experiences and motivations.  

Mentoring can then be directly linked to the training portfolio, which provides a 
focus for discussions and  maintains the character of the PhD in accordance with 
Vitae’s researcher skillset presented in the RDF, but these skills are additionally 
emphasised as transferable and thereby non-HE specific. Again, the PhD is able 
to open doors for PGRs, but through mentoring, a sense of focus adapted for 
each PGR can be ascertained.  

It is, moreover, not only roles and persons within HEIs who can provide 
mentoring opportunities to PGRs. Industry partners can make for excellent 
mentors, particularly as part of an emphasis on employability. This can be in the 
service of meeting employer needs, highlighting for example the skillsets valued 
of PGRs by non-HE organisations.  It can also be in the service of students, who 78

gain additional perspectives and insights that can steer their career choices, and 
can maximise their development of transferable skills. This is why such employer 
engagement outside of HE, particularly in the form of mentoring, is widely 
advocated.   79

 One report that notes this also suggests industry partners involved in the co-designing of 78

courses, co-delivery, co-funding, and joint supervision (‘One Step Beyond’, p. 9). Mentoring 
has been highlighted here given how strongly it accords with research gathered for this report - 
for PGRs working in the Arts & Humanities specifically, more research is suggested to explore 
the other options.

 See, for example, ‘Higher Ambitions’, p. 112; Jane Kettle, ‘Employer Engagement & 79
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The AHRC also advocate the use of mentoring, notably in the context of their 
Fellowships schemes for ECRs.  Although this is not strictly referring to PhD 80

provision, there are nonetheless opportunities and evidence of support for its 
use at PGR level. Support elsewhere for mentoring at ECR level that lends itself 
well to provision at PGR level can be found in the Concordat. As previously 
discussed, the Concordat is designed to make improvements in the HE sector 
for researchers, and so it directly affects the landscape that PGRs may be 
looking towards a career within, or at least are being presently trained within.  

Support for mentoring in the Concordat can be found in accordance with 
Principle 3, ‘Support and Career Development’: 

Employers also should provide a specific career development strategy 
for researchers at all stages of their career, regardless of their 
contractual situation, which should include the availability of mentors 
involved in providing support and guidance for the personal and 
professional development of researchers. All researchers should be 
familiar with such provisions and arrangements.  81

Although this is aimed primarily at academic staff and researchers, given that 
personal and professional development of PGRs is something that there are 
clear calls to enhance (as presented in this report), there are sufficient 
continuities to warrant mentoring provision at PGR level. Indeed, another part of 
the Concordat more directly notes this: 

Employers and funders will wish to consider articulating the skills that 
should be developed at each stage of their staff development 
frameworks and should encourage researchers to acquire and 
practice those skills. For example, researchers may be given the 
opportunity to manage part of the budget for a project, or to act as 
a mentor or advisor to other researchers and students.  82

Here, the career development of staff is realised in terms of training to become 
a mentor, so that they can then mentor PGRs and other students. The merits of 
this kind of support from more established peers in academia were additionally 
brought up by ECRs at the residential in June 2016 in Fallowfield, Manchester. 
Such mentoring forms a crucial part of pastoral and professional support that 
can be integrated with a range of mentoring opportunities, brought together by 
the training portfolio as is proposed here.  
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accessed: 10/7/16), p. 3.

 ‘Concordat to Support the Development of Researchers, UK 2008’, p. 10. 81

 Ibid. (emphasis added)82
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There will, of course, be costs to this mentoring scheme, including putting more 
demands on researchers’ and careers officers’ time. With this in mind, for 
careers services, HEIs should trial the success of careers mentoring for PGRs in 
order to assess the costs and benefits of supplying more resources in terms of 
staffing and funding. Support for this kind of provision is documented in the 
wider literature and is corroborated by Concordat implementation and action 
plans by HEIs across the NWCDTP.  Careers mentoring is overall strongly 83

encouraged within models of employability pedagogy, at a range of levels. If the 
resources are not available for careers mentoring for all students, then 
recommendations could at least be made through the training portfolio so that 
employability is a highlighted topic. Events run through the NWCDTP, such as 
careers and networking fairs, could also be organised and strongly 
recommended to PGRs as part of the training portfolio. (Indeed, this kind of 
Consortium-wide provision could be supplementary to careers service 
mentoring where possible.) 

For researchers, there is also the issue of justifying resources given to 
mentoring. Here, mentoring training and provision needs to be presented and 
received as an embedded part of overall training and research(er) development, 
rather than as an extra strain or demand. This is why mentoring is proposed as 
an embedded part of the training portfolio: training provisions that form part of 
a fully integrated network are more likely to have credibility and significance for 
PGRs than unconnected and atomised provisions. The latter are more likely to 
be seen as burdensome in terms of not making the most of PGRs’ time 
because they have no clear sense of directionality in terms of researcher or 
professional development, which, on the other hand, is what the training 
portfolio strongly emphasises. 

This kind of training, as demonstrated by the Concordat, has multiplier effects 
on training ECRs, as well as supporting PGRs as a crucial and reflective part of 
their training. Further multiplier effects could be potentially developed for PGRs 
in the longer-term by taking the point that the Concordat makes about training 
staff as mentors to enhance their skillset, and applying it to PGRs. In other 
words, PGRs could receive training to take part in peer mentoring, as an 
additional or alternative resource that can become part of the training portfolio 
as an opportunity for reflection on training needs and career/professional 
development pathways.  

If this were to be taken up, then as a technical note, such peer mentoring would 
become coaching. In a Vitae report on coaching and mentoring, Will Medd 
notes: 

 Index of action plans accessed via http://ec.europa.eu/euraxess/index.cfm/rights/83

strategy4ResearcherOrgs (date accessed: 6/6/16), and all HEI websites are detailed fully in the 
Bibliography.
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Mentoring - Tends to be done by someone who is more experienced 
in the field (e.g. a senior colleague) and who can offer expert advice 
and guidance within the particular field;  
Coaching - Is more focused on provoking self-awareness through 
the application of coaching skills and does not require the coach to 
be an expert in the field.  84

Because these two forms of support fall under different categories, they need 
not be mutually exclusive. In his report, Medd explores the advantages and 
disadvantages of different forms of coaching, whilst also noting the limited 
uptake and evaluation of this practice in HE and particularly in PGR 
development.  This does not mean that it should continue to be avoided, but 85

more so that, as a suggestion for revision of PGR training provision, there is 
more limited evidence to support it, and more exploratory work is needed. That 
said, across the NWCDTP, and as embedded within the training portfolio, there 
is perhaps an opportunity to integrate such coaching training and support, and 
thereby to make it meaningful and useful rather than extraneous to other 
training and support and a burden on PGRs’ time.  

Medd identifies four types of coaches: external (executive); internal (indirectly 
linked to person being coached); manager or supervisor (directly linked to 
person being coached); and peer.  In accordance with Medd’s definition of 86

coaching and mentoring, the former three seem to be accounted for under the 
category of mentoring given that these groups will be able to give specific and 
tailored advice. Therefore, coaching from peers is something to explore as an 
additional part of PGR training. However, among the shortcomings or hurdles to 
face from peer coaching, Medd notes:  

- Establishing internal coaches credibility 
- Ensuring trust and confidentiality 

- Conflicts of interest 
- ‘Blind spots’ that prevent issues being raised 

- May have tendency not to address multifaceted problems 
- May be issues around the skill base of the coach  87

These are considerably greater than the limitations that Medd notes of other 
groups. As such, this report recommends that development of a peer coaching 
training and support scheme for PGRs may be a lower priority than other parts 
of the training portfolio. Once the portfolio has been established, coaching may 
be developed as an additional part of it on a trial basis, but much more 

 Will Medd, ‘Coaching for Research in UK Higher Education Institutions: A Review’, https://84

www.vitae.ac.uk/vitae-publications/reports/coaching-report-2012-vitae.pdf, 2012 (date 
accessed: 11/7/16), p. 9.

 Ibid., p. 21.85

 Ibid., p. 18.86

 Ibid.87
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reflection on and development of such a scheme would be needed before it can 
be implemented.  

Other, and more immediate, opportunities for peer coaching in a less formalised 
sense may take place through NWCDTP-wide events. This is in line with demand 
for greater levels of support voiced by ECRs, both in their current position, and 
reflecting back on their experience as PGRs. Residential events with a focus on 
PGR support could be developed, and could host elements of peer support, as 
well as ‘speed dating’-style conversations with mentors and peers from 
industries, different stages of academic careers, and careers services. This would 
respond well to the demand for more networking opportunities almost 
consistently voiced from respondents to the survey (Fig. 25), as well as providing 
training and development opportunities. Small training could be provided to the 
extent of peer coaching at these residential events, and this would contribute to 
the training portfolio overall, thereby integrating the training into a broader 
narrative of researcher development. 

To conclude this section, mentoring provision would be a necessary and 
valuable component of the training portfolio. It would build on existing 
strengths of the PhD, namely the supervisor-PGR relationship, which is central 
and provides tailored training and advice in the service of research and beyond. 
Additional mentor relationships are proposed to make employability more 
prominent in PGR training, and to expand the networks that are fundamental to 
the PhD. More opportunities can be realised for PGRs, which are a key element 
of the PhD, but if mentoring is focused appropriately to the proposed training 
portfolio, then these provisions can be reflected upon and synthesised into a 
career or professional development pathway, whether that is in HE or not. It is 
this concomitant openness and reflexivity that allows for the PGR to synthesise 
information and ideas from across the network into a meaningful focus that is 
most strongly encouraged and embedded into the training portfolio. Mentoring 
is a key part of this promotion and synthesising of resources and opportunities. 
Coaching may be a useful additional development, but more work to explore 
how it would be developed and integrated would be needed beforehand. 

Integration of Different Groups 

Suggestions in this chapter have been centred around the notion of the training 
portfolio. This provides a hub for training provision from across institutions, and 
then outstretching further to provide training from across the NWCDTP and on 
to non-HE organisations and groups. All of this is proposed with a view to 
employability and researcher development in the context marked by impact and 
the REF, as detailed earlier in the report. A range of groups are brought in 
increasingly close contact in this landscape, and this means that the boundary 
between HE and non-HE institutions is perhaps at its most permeable or least 
sharply defined. This potentially changes the overall meaning of the PhD, and 
means that a wide range of stakeholders have at least a more visible vested 
interest in PGRs and the training that they receive. 
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Part of the challenge of responding to this landscape and context is negotiating 
and responding to different viewpoints and attitudes in an effective way. 
Broadly in accordance with governmental policy that empowers students, but 
also referring more so to survey responses that highlight the autonomous and 
central role of PGRs, this report has proposed a way to bring the researcher and 
their skills and training, particularly in terms of employability, to the forefront of 
the PhD. This is done by integrating the range of viewpoints and attitudes with 
the student’s own individual experiences and motivations - which provides 
flexibility - in accordance with a specified and widely used researcher skillset 
designed by Vitae - which provides structure and focus.  

The first step in integrating such viewpoints is being aware of them and being 
able to reflect upon them. As such, a key part of the training portfolio and 
overall training provision advocates interaction with a wider range of people 
representing different departments, university services, HEIs, and even 
organisations outside of HE. Interaction with these groups should be practical 
rather than solely lecture-based, and mentoring has been proposed as a viable 
means of achieving this.  

Once PGRs have acquired tailored insights from different persons and groups, 
they can then reflect on them, and the training portfolio that enables this has 
been a focal point of the proposals made here. Using an interactive tool, namely 
Vitae’s RDF, PGRs can chart their professional development and realise the 
value of transferable skills. These can be discussed as part of ongoing 
mentoring provision, which is also key to the continual reflective process at the 
heart of effective researcher development.  

Effectively, a range of groups are introduced and interacted as part of a 
network-centred approach to training. The PGR is the focus of this schematic (cf. 
Fig. 9) because it is their skills and employability that are being highlighted here, 
and it is their decisions, taking full account of the network, that are ultimately 
efficacious. The integration of different groups is achieved through the 
individualisation of professional development pathways that reflect how diverse 
the PhD experience can be, but how it also remains structured around certain 
elements such as the thesis and a researcher skillset, identified by Vitae.  

The additional merit of the training portfolio is that, as an outcome, not only are 
PGRs enabled to reflect on their own experience and maximise their 
opportunities in an idiosyncratically structured and synthesised way, but they 
have a document by the end of the PhD that demonstrates their skills and 
competencies to potential employers, within or beyond HE. As Neil Gordon 
notes of the value of interactive training portfolios in this context: 
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Given the wider CPD [Continuing Professional Development]-style 
framework and associated flexibility considered in the previous 
section, e-portfolios can offer a valuable solution as a mechanism to 
collate evidence of achievement and to share this with tutors, 
professional mentors and ultimately with potential employers. For 
on-campus, in-course learning, portfolios can seem to have limited 
direct use beyond being an additional way to evidence activity and 
potentially supplementary assessment evidence. However, as a 
resource for professional development portfolios and as a way to log 
and collate professional practice, portfolios, and especially e-
portfolios with their greater flexibility, have much to offer whether as 
a formal assessment tool within a course, or as a way to evidence and 
support extra-curricular activity and attainment. Within courses 
enabling and encouraging students to collate evidence of their skills 
through assessment-related evidence, as well as more general 
portfolio material, can help them prepare for the workplace. 
Providing e-portfolios that can be exported or used after graduation 
means this particular university-initiated resource could be on-going. 
With potential linking rom a VLE [Virtual Learning Environment], 
MOOCs [Massive Open Online Courses] or other online assessment, 
the e-portfolio can be automatically updated to reflect a student’s 
on-going development of their knowledge and skills. [...] As students 
take ownership of their own personal development such facilities 
become more valuable and can enhance the students’ personal 
profiles and thereby their potential employability.  88

All of this is not to say that there will not be difficulties in integrating different 
viewpoints. The main point, though, is that by emphasising the PGR’s role in 
their networks, they have more awareness of their career pathway, which itself is 
a key part of researcher development. To this end, inductive training as part of 
the PhD may involve an emphasis on the RDF and the training portfolio, and the 
value of them in a networked and relational sense.  

The relational researcher is one who is aware of their networks and the 
stakeholders and ideas that form them; is able to reflect on their place within 
the network; and is adept at shaping and navigating their training and 
professional development. These traits require a network-centred approach that 
can accommodate for flexibility and permeability of boundaries, particularly 
between HE and non-HE, which are increasingly interlinked. Being a relational 
researcher means being able to be part of that integration, recognising things 
like transferable skills and the value of employability alongside that of the thesis 
and the core research of the PhD itself. This has all been built into the training 
portfolio as proposed here. 

 Neil Gordon, ‘Flexible Pedagogies: Technology-Enhanced Learning’, https://88

www.heacademy.ac.uk/sites/default/files/resources/tel_report_0.pdf, January 2014 (date 
accessed: 9/6/16), p. 18.
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This report has looked at different perspectives on PGR training and skillsets, in 
order to suggest ways of developing it to maximise its efficacy for both PGRs as 
well as the wider range of stakeholders that are invested in the PhD in various 
ways.  

Across the report, the significance of a range of key stakeholders has been 
identified and analysed. They have been linked to research and researcher 
development by reference to a network-centred approach. This highlights the 
key role of the individual, in this case the PGR, but it does not isolate them and 
insists upon an understanding of them, as well as a concomitant self-
understanding, as being fully embedded in complex relationships. 

Such a network-centric approach has a number of significant implications. 
Firstly, it suggests and responds to an understanding of the PhD as an open 
process that opens doors rather than streamlining PGRs into certain, typically 
academic, careers. Connections forge opportunities that can be realised and 
capitalised upon. Secondly, relating to this point, the network approach 
advocated here can be used to revise skills and training provision as part of 
researcher development. The goal here is to facilitate flexibility, and to help 
PGRs to reflect on the opportunities presented to them via the PhD by 
enhancing the range of conversational partners beyond that of the supervisor. 
Here, mentoring and coaching and other networking events were considered 
and explored, with suggestions made accordingly. 

Without meaning to simply restate key arguments presented across the report, 
this conclusion briefly reflects on the analyses and suggestions, in order for 
readers and key stakeholders to make the most of the materials presented here. 

Reflections on Theoretical Framework 

Undergirding the key points of this report has been a certain theoretical 
framework. Until now, that has been primarily alluded to as one that 
foregrounds networks rather than any individual actors or stakeholders per se. 
Within these complex networks, though, PGRs have been highlighted. This is not 
to contradict the elaboration of the network as presented here, but rather 
demonstrates how agency operates across complex interconnections, and 
groups such as PGRs remain efficacious.  

Fundamentally, this preservation of agency rather than it being completely 
outsourced to some vague or abstract understanding of the network is key to 
the analyses and suggestions that have been made in this report. For PGRs in 
particular, there is a mandate on their being able to consciously reflect upon 
and determine their options and opportunities in order to make the most of 
them. This requires conscious input that draws on resources from across the 
network, in terms of work-based experience, mentoring, or other forms of 
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engagement and collaboration. It also demands that PGRs are actively involved 
in their training provision. This derives from a perspective developed by a 
number of Australian scholars, labelled ‘heutagogy’, and it has influenced 
this report by providing a theoretical framework upon which analyses and 
suggestions have been made. 

Heutagogy, briefly, is associated primarily with the work of Stewart Hase and 
Chris Kenyon. For these researchers, 

Heutagogy is the study of self-determined learning and draws 
together some of the ideas presented by these various approaches to 
learning. It is also an attempt to challenge some ideas about teaching 
and learning that still prevail in teacher centred learning and the 
need for, as Bill Ford (1997) eloquently puts it 'knowledge sharing' 
rather than 'knowledge hoarding'. In this respect heutagogy looks to 
the future in which knowing how to learn will be a fundamental skill 
given the pace of innovation and the changing structure of 
communities and workplaces.  89

Without going into too much detail on the theoretical notion of heutagogy, 
which will be the focus of a forthcoming paper also related to research from this 
project, suffice to note for the purposes of this report the value that it gives to a 
sort of self-led learning. Training is here embedded in a lifelong learning profile 
that has the capacity to be flexible and adaptable, which should be key features 
of researcher development during the PhD.  

Where this report modifies the notion of heutagogy as briefly presented here, is 
in reiterating the value of a range of stakeholders in complex networks. As such, 
efficacy of PGRs is important, but this will be difficult if not impossible to 
pragmatically realise without full and tailored support of the network. These 
points are reflected and represented in the final analyses and suggestions. 

Summary & Suggestions 

What this report presents, then, through a critical engagement with heutagogy 
and network models as a theoretical framework, is an argument for a revised 
training catalogue, as well as an exploration of ways that that might be realised.  

Increasingly, there are calls for research to have more impact beyond academia. 
This is denoted by governmental and policymaker trends that have resulted in 
the creation of the REF (Research Excellence Framework), which already values 
‘impact’ as 20% of the overall measure of a department’s performance 
within a HEI, a figure that is likely to rise to 25%. Ensuring that the PhD 
experience reflects this will enable PGRs to be equipped with key transferable 
skills that will prepare them not only for a career in an impact-oriented 

 Stewart Hase and Chris Kenyon, ‘From Andragogy to Heutagogy’, Ultibase, RMIT 89

(December 2000), http://pandora.nla.gov.au/nph-wb/20010220130000/http://
ultibase.rmit.edu.au/Articles/dec00/hase2.htm (date accessed: 13/7/16).
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academy, but in institutions beyond it. Skills and experiences through 
partnerships and engagements are thus highlighted as part of the proposals for 
a revised training catalogue, although this is to be maintained as flexible and 
open to PGRs to reflect on their own strategic needs and opportunities, through 
discussion with a range of peers.  

Such discussions are also firmly embedded in the suggestions for a revised 
training programme at PhD level, by providing coaching opportunities that draw 
on successes with the existing supervisor model, but also by broadening out the 
range of peers that PGRs can encounter. Among these are careers service staff, 
industry representatives, and additionally the possibility of peer mentoring as a 
further resource. What is key to these discussions is a focus on reflective self-
assessment of the PGR’s own training needs, but the network is fully 
incorporated into that reflexive process. Decisions based on opportunities are 
thereby informed and can help PGRs to make the most of the PhD experience 
overall. 

The NWCDTP plays a key role in delivering such training by securing the 
networks that are integral to the proposed PhD experience. There is scope to 
develop networks within HEIs, but these can be buttressed by support across 
universities by pooling resources. Successes of this model are already 
demonstrated by sharing training provision and facilities across universities, 
typically drawing on hubs such as ArtsMethods based at the University of 
Manchester, or similar programmes at the University of Liverpool and 
Manchester Metropolitan University. The suggested training programme seeks 
to highlight and develop these kinds of provisions so that students can interact 
with broader networks, and this is in part a direct response to feedback from 
ECRs at a recent residential held in Fallowfield, Manchester.  

One of the key benefits of using the NWCDTP as a way of securing and 
disseminating such networks to PGRs, thereby embedding PGRs firmly within 
them and to capitalise on them for personal career reflection and development, 
is that the network model already exemplified across the Consortium is flexible 
and adaptive. This means that there is no pre-established pathway for PGRs to 
follow, and opportunities to engage with HEIs and other industries and 
organisations are open for PGRs to capitalise upon, following prior reflection. 

The training that is proposed throughout this report is thereby oriented to 
keeping the PhD an open-ended experience that reflects current PGR attitudes, 
as well as stakeholder interests in line with policymaker attitudes and 
governmental visions for the future of HE as part of a knowledge economy. The 
suggestions developed here seek to integrate current strengths of the PhD with 
demands from a changing HE and wider social climate. They do so by focusing 
on networks and the notion of the ‘relational researcher’. Research is already 
a relational enterprise, and changes in the training provision for PGRs that 
encourage self-reflection via peers and other stakeholders can be incorporated 
into a training portfolio, that enables researchers to realise connections and 
their own role in their networks. This benefits PGRs but also other stakeholders 
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across the networks, who are more actively involved in the training and 
researcher development process. 

Scope for Further Research 

As previously stated in the report, the suggestions presented here are based on 
findings from primary data collected across the NWCDTP, as well as from an 
analysis of reports and other secondary materials. Supplementary materials, 
including a theory-based paper, will also emerge from this research project to 
enable this report to have more focus. Readers are reminded at this stage, 
however, of the role that this report and research has in scoping out an initial 
overview of the research context, and in making suggestions as an early 
response to this. As such, it is not an in-depth exploration of any one particular 
issue facing PGRs, but rather looks at the broader picture in order to understand 
as much of the networks and stakeholders as possible. 

Following on from these trends and observations, further discussion of the 
implementation of the proposals is recommended. The research carried out for 
this report brings together general secondary materials that span a number of 
contexts, alongside primary research on stakeholders involved in the NWCDTP 
in some way. The analysis of this data will provide a useful foundation for 
further work and reflection in order to implement changes and to make the 
most of the PhD experience. For PGRs, this has been emphasised as being about 
allowing them to make informed choices, and by embedding them in networks. 
The question of standardisation of opportunities across an open platform to 
enable flexibility and choice, similar to the current European Bologna process,  90

is something to be considered in further detail as well. 

So that ongoing reflective work can be carried out into the nature of the PhD 
and training across the Consortium, the surveys will remain open for further 
dissemination to future cohorts and wider networks of industry and partner 
organisations. This is highly recommended in order to realise and respond to 
the turbulent political, economic, and academic contexts in which we find 
ourselves. Of course, society is constantly changing, but certainly in the wake of 
‘Brexit’, developments to the REF, policy changes to HE, and new trends in 
the jobmarket that students enter upon graduation, training provision needs to 
be closely aligned to these currents.  

Continual reflection on training, PGR opportunities, and societal trends and 
processes is important. As such, this report highlights reflexivity as vital to 
realising relational researchers, but this reflexivity needs to be ultimately realised 
throughout the networks in order to optimise them. 

 This pertains to the European Credit Transfer and Accumulation System (ECTS) that permits 90

the mobilisation of course credits across HEIs in Europe (ec.europa.eu/education/ects/
ects_en.htm). Similar models have been described by some HEIs in the NWCDTP, but finding a 
way to make these referable in the students’ own reflective logs as part of their training log, 
particularly a digitised or quantified one, would require consideration. This is particularly the 
case if non-HEI partners are to be involved in the training logs and provision in some way. 
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